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ABSTRACT
(DE)CONSTRUCTING STUDENTS OF CONCERN: HOW CHIEF STUDENT AFFAIRS
OFFICERS MAKE MEANING OF CONCERNING STUDENT BEHAVIOR
Melanie V. Tucker, Ed.D.
Department of Counseling, Adult and Higher Education
Northern Illinois University, 2015
D. Eric Archer, Director

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore how Chief Student Affairs
Officers make meaning of students demonstrating concerning behavior within large, residential
university settings. The problem this study sought to address was the ambiguity of the construct
student of concern. Two research questions guided the study, including: 1) how do Chief Student
Affairs Officers describe their work with students of concern and; 2) how do Chief Student
Affairs Officers describe factors which influence their perception of and responses to students of
concern? A constructionist paradigm, student affairs models of practice, and components of
organizational theory informed this study.
Four Chief Student Affairs Officers were purposefully selected from institutions located
across the United States. The experiences of the participants served as the case for this study.
Data collection occurred through eight participant interviews, responses provided to a case
scenario, and gathering of documentation from online sources and through participants. Data
were coded and analyzed within case and cross-case. Three salient themes, with six supporting
subthemes, emerged from the data.
Findings suggested participants held varied meanings regarding the term student of
concern. However, participants were consistently influenced by their institution and community,
by personal and professional experiences, and through intersections of federal and state mandates

with changing student demographics in constructing meaning around students of concern.
Consequentially, findings suggested meaning making was influenced by chief student affairs
officers’ alignment with institutional mission and values, depth and breadth of diversity, word
choice, and comfort with mental health.
In deconstructing the term student of concern, it became clear participants more broadly
construed the term student of concern than how professional development materials portray the
term. Additionally, it became clear participants preferred using the term student of concern over
concerning student behavior. Findings of note included the presence of international students as
influencing the construct student of concern, the impact of social media on speed of responding
to students of concern, and the challenges of including disability as a tenet of diversity in broad
conversations. Questions were raised regarding the problematic nature of the ambiguity of the
student of concern construct.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Chief Student Affairs Officers come from various backgrounds, including, for some, being
construed as a student of concern themselves when first entering into their post-secondary
education. The framing of ones’ self as a former student of concern, shapes the way in which one
views the students around them when serving as a Chief Student Affairs Officer. Those first
introductions to others who care, who express concern, who reach out to make a difference in
their lives impacts the way in which meaning is made regarding contemporary college students
of concern. (Tucker, analytical memo)
The responsibilities tasked to Chief Student Affairs Officers (CSAO) are vast and broad.
CSAOs are “responsible for the services and programs that create and maintain communities of
common purpose based on shared vision, values, and commitment to excellence” (Dungy &
Ellis, 2011, p. 3). CSAOs are also responsible for navigating in a global society; a society
informed by legal and compliance mandates, parental expectations, student uncertainty, and
dwindling financial resources (Dungy & Ellis, 2011). To be successful in such an environment,
CSAOs must be knowledgeable about the developmental and educational needs of students.
Chief Student Affairs Officers (CSAOs) are the administrators holding the highestranking student affairs officer position at post-secondary institutions (National Association of
Student Personnel Administrators [NASPA], n.d.). As such, CSAOs oversee divisions of student
affairs made up of student affairs functional units, departments, and/or programs. While
divisions of student affairs do not consist of the exact same functional units from institution to
institution, they often contain areas such as residential life, student conduct, counseling/
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psychological services, and multicultural centers (Manning, Kinzie, & Schuh, 2014; Sponsler &
Wesaw, 2014). The size and type of institution, institutional mission, and institutional
organization (Manning et al., 2014) often influences the depth and breadth of any one student
affairs division.
Student Affairs Practice
When reflecting on the work CSAOs and their staff do, values such as being studentcentered; creating inclusive, caring communities; and appreciating diversity, abound within
innovative and progressive student affairs practices (Boyer, 1990; Dungy & Ellis; 2011;
Manning et al., 2014). CSAOs are responsible for fostering these values in their professional
role, within their staff and departments, and across their campuses. The model or models of
student affairs practice each CSAO embraces, along with the entirety of the campus community,
influences how CSAOs pursue infusing such values (Manning, et al., 2014).
Traditional models of student affairs practice, such as those centered on extracurricular
and/or co-curricular activities, and student services, reflect an administrative focus (Manning et
al., 2014). Innovative models, such as those centered on an ethic of care, student agency, and
academic collaborations, reflect a student focus (Manning et al., 2014). Many CSAOs
incorporate a hybrid model into the work they do, which allows CSAOs to “pursue creative and
flexible practice” (Manning et al., 2014, p. 6) focused on student success. While the various
models of student affairs practice speak to differences in post-secondary institutions and to
CSAO preferences, they all consistently reflect the critical importance of “campus ethos,
policies, and programs” (Manning et al., 2014, p. 19) in student engagement and retention.
Student engagement and retention are often construed as components of student success (Kuh,
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Kinzie, Schuh, Whitt, & Associates, 2010). Positively impacting student success is a charge
CSAOs increasingly need to meet (Kuh, 2009; Manning et al., 2014; Pascarella & Terenzini,
2005; Tinto, 2012).
Student Success
What does student success mean? Prior research quantifies success as increases in
graduation rates, access and inclusion, student learning, persistence, retention, and engagement
(American College Personnel Association, [ACPA] 1996; ACPA & NASPA, 2004; Kuh, 2003;
Kuh et al., 2010; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Roberts, 2012) reflect various components of
student success. The meaning of terms such as graduation rates and student learning may be
consistent across multiple populations. However, other terms, such as retention, persistence, and
engagement, may not be as consistently understood. The role of CSAOs in influencing such
indicators may not be consistently understood, either.
Retention often refers to the rate at which first-time, full-time students return from their
first fall semester to the following fall semester (Voigt & Hundrieser, 2008). Retention for some
refers to the rate at which any cohort of students enrolls from fall to fall semester (Voigt &
Hundrieser, 2008). Retention in this form is similar to persistence, which refers to the enrollment
of students from term to term and to completion (Voigt & Hundrieser, 2008). As such, retention
and persistence are sometimes used interchangeably (Manning et al., 2014). Student retention
and persistence is believed to be tied to student engagement (Kuh et al., 2010).
Student engagement is “complex and multifaceted” (Kahu, 2013, p. 758). Kahu (2013)
asserted perspectives tied to student behavior, psychology, socio-cultural issues, and a holistic
view of students influence student engagement. Dall’alba and Barnacle (2007) constructed
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student engagement as incorporating the entirety of each student: “what they know, how they act,
and who they are” (p. 689). Kuh et al. (2010) stated, “what students do during college counts
more for what they learn and whether they will persist in college than who they are or even
where they go to college” (p. 8). The authors asserted two components associated with student
engagement impact student success. Of these two components:
The first [component] is the amount of time and effort students put into their studies and
other activities that lead to the experiences and outcomes that constitute student success.
The second [component] is the ways the institution allocates resources and organizes
learning opportunities and services to induce students to participate in and benefit from
such activities (p. 9)
An additional component addressed by Kuh et al. (2010) as key to student success
included fostering “environments that are perceived by students as inclusive and affirming and
where expectations for performance are clearly communicated and set at reasonably high levels”
(p. 8). CSAOs play a role in creating such environments and for communicating salient
information to students to assist students in being successful (Dungy & Ellis, 2011; Kruger,
2014; Manning et al., 2014). However, this role for CSAOs has “become increasingly complex
and politically nuanced” (Kruger, 2014, p. vii) in recent years, as post-secondary student
populations change in demographics and bring with them rising mental health concerns (Benton
& Benton, 2006; Harper, Wilson, & Associates, 2010; Kadison & DiGeronimo, 2004; Reynolds,
2013).
Student Success and Mental Health Concerns
Challenges resulting from changing student demographics and mental health concerns are
two of the most pressing issues facing institutions of higher education (Sponsler & Wesaw,
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2014). Additionally, in 2014, CSAOs reported students’ mental health as the primary health,
wellness, and safety issue they faced in higher education (Sponsler & Wesaw). Departments
often responsible for addressing students’ mental health within post-secondary institutions, such
as counseling/psychological services and disability resource centers, typically reside within
divisions of student affairs, under the leadership of their respective CSAO (Sponsler & Wesaw,
2014).
The noticeable rise of students with mental health diagnoses seeking post-secondary
education is salient for myriad reasons. Not only does it bring attention to the stigma associated
with seeking mental health services (Benton & Benton, 2006; Kadison & DiGeronimo, 2004)
and illuminate barriers for individuals with psychiatric disabilities (Belch, 2011; Murray,
Lombardi, & Wren, 2011; Pingry O’Neill, Markward, & French, 2012), the increase highlights
the labor-intensive demand for psychological and emotional support across campus (Cox, 2009;
Mowbray et al., 2006; Pavela, 2008). This demand can drain limited resources, further perpetuate
misperceptions, and challenge CSAOs in identifying how best to “intervene constructively in the
lives of students” (Boyer, 1990, p. 3). Regardless of intervention, guidance, and support, students
are not always able to demonstrate behavior which meets institutional expectations. The term
student of concern has emerged in reference to students demonstrating such behavior: behavior
construed as concerning.
Students of Concern
The construct student of concern refers to students who demonstrate unique or
concerning psychosocial and/or behavioral problems “that may both interfere with adequate and
successful functioning that, if unaddressed, might lead to a dangerous outcome to the student or

6

the community” (Higher Education Mental Health Alliance Project, 2012, p. 4). The term student
of concern emerged, in recent years, in higher education/student affairs professional
development materials, as well as on post-secondary institutional websites.
Select examples of the usage of the term student of concern within professional
development entities include: (a) in 2011, MagnaPubs sponsored a webinar titled “Campus Legal
Issues with Students of Concern”; (b) in 2012, the Education Law Association sponsored a
webinar titled “Higher Education: Avoiding a Legal Crisis When Supporting Students of
Concern”; (c) in 2014, the National Behavior Intervention Team Association [NaBITA] used the
term student of concern throughout its registration materials for its annual conference; and, (d) in
2014, the NASPA Mental Health Conference sponsored a session titled “Addressing Students of
Concern: Models of Collaboration.” Select examples of the term student of concern on postsecondary institutional websites include: University of California, Berkeley
(sa.berkeley.edu/students-of-concern-committee); University of Colorado, Boulder
(www.colorado.edu/studentaffairs/student-concern); Gonzaga University
(www.gonzaga.edu/student+life/Student-of-Concern/default.asp); University of Kentucky
(www.uky.edu/coc); Utah State University (www.usu.edu/campussafety/reportingstudents.cfm);
and University of New Orleans (www.uno.edu/counseling-services/students-of-concern.aspx).
While the term student of concern appears within the higher education lexicon, it has not
appeared in formal research studies. Within research, terms such as disruptive, disturbed,
distressed, threatening, (Delworth, 2009; Eells & Rockland-Miller, 2010; Hollingsworth, Dunkle
& Douce, 2009; Nolan & Moncure, 2012; Penven & Janosik, 2012; Ragel & Paine, 2009) and atrisk (Kranke, Jackson, Taylor, Anderson-Fye, & Floersch, 2013; Richman, Rademacher, &

7

Maitland, 2014), allude to students of concern. In 2014, CSAOs reported the top three issues
impacting their campus communities included: changing student demographics; diversity, equity,
and inclusion; and campus safety (Sponsler & Wesaw, 2014). Students of concern, as
constructed through higher education materials, encapsulate all three of these CSAO-identified
issues.
Within changing student demographics are an increasing number of students with
psychiatric disabilities (Knowles & Dungy, 2010; McEwan & Downie, 2013). To be clear, the
presence of a mental health diagnosis or psychiatric disability does not equate to becoming a
student of concern. However, behaviors, such as stalking, hypersensitivity, outbursts, paranoia,
delusions, and suicidal ideation, associated with some mental health diagnoses and psychiatric
disabilities, are often construed as concerning (Benton & Benton, 2006; Hassija & Gray, 2007;
McNamara & Marsil, 2012).
Students of concern cross all tenets of diversity and intersect with issues of access and
inclusion (Baechtold & DeSawal, 2009; Glover-Graf, Miller, & Freeman, 2010; Hansen, 2011).
Any student, regardless of the diversity tenets she or he evidences or embraces, may become a
student of concern. The University of Colorado–Boulder, for example, asserted students may
become of concern if they demonstrated unusual behavior changes, expressed paranoia, voiced
distrust, made threats, evidenced lack of hope or thoughts of harm, or became isolated
(http://www.colorado.edu/policies/student-behaviors-concern). These behaviors do not hinge on
any one particular tenet of diversity. However, these behaviors may impact students’ of concern
access and inclusion in the classroom and on the campus, as evidenced by the actions the
University of Colorado–Boulder asserted it could take in response to concerning behavior
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(http://www.colorado.edu/policies/student-behaviors-concern). These actions included, but were
not limited to: meeting with the student, involving the police, suspending the student,
disciplining the student, or pursuing legal/criminal charges.
Lastly, behavior associated with students of concern may influence campus community
members’ assumptions of campus safety (Cox, 2009; Penven & Janosik, 2012). Some postsecondary institutions, such as Kansas State University, have disseminated student of concern
guides to faculty and staff to appease such safety concerns (http://www.k-state.edu/student
life/concern-guide/). Other institutions of higher education have faculty and staff participate in
nationally provided trainings (see 2014 NaBITA Annual Conference and 2014 NASPA Mental
Health Conference).
Changing demographics; diversity, access, and inclusion; and perceptions of safety, are
all aspects that may influence perceptions of campus environment through their intersections
with the physical setting, the people, the organization, and the sense of campus community
(Hamrick, Evans, & Schuh, 2002). Students of concern intersect with entities across campus
communities. Does the presence of students of concern impact the campus community? Or,
conversely, does the meaning a campus community construes regarding students of concern
impact such students?
Campus Community
Post-secondary campus communities are made up of the faculty, staff, and students of an
institution of higher education, and encompass the educational environment in and out of the
classroom. A sense of campus community is salient for post-secondary institutions seeking to
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positively impact engagement and persistence (Bogue, 2002; Manning et al., 2014). According to
Bogue (2002):
community is a venture in human learning and association, where moral meaning –
concepts of justice and fairness, of human goodness and depravity, of rights and
responsibility – may be factored from moments that can be both elevating and wrenching
to the human spirit. (pp. 6-7)
CSAOs have a role in contributing to a campus community where students can reasonably and
appropriately experience the highs and lows of seeking a post-secondary education. Campus
community often reflects institutional culture, constructed through interconnected assumptions,
decision premises, and beliefs held by individuals within an organization which define the
character of the organization, and preserve coordination and centralization – even when
organizations are decentralized (Hatch, 1997; Weick, 2001).
Essential for all students to successfully navigate within institutions of higher education
is the presence of the construct of care, a construct which supports intellectual and personal
growth (Rhatigan, 2013), and “acknowledges that some students come to college inadequately
prepared to perform at academically acceptable levels, may lack the belief in their capacity, or do
not have the necessary social skills or capital to [succeed] in college” (Manning et al., 2014, p.
135). Manning et al. (2014) described the role caring played in community building which
allowed trust to seep “through the college environment” (p. 137) and allowed students to “obtain
the emotional support necessary to form healthy relationships, engage in constructive risk taking,
and pursue developmental tasks that lead to engagement and involvement” (p. 137). Bogue
(2002) described the presence of caring within community demonstrated and embraced “a love
for soul, for standard, and for system” (p. 7).
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Recent gun-related tragedies across the country spotlighted the desire for standards and
systems within academia, as referenced by Bogue (2002), and illuminated questions about the
role of care with campus safety, community, and concerning student behavior. In response to
mass-shootings at Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University (2007) and Northern
Illinois University (2008), students demonstrating concerning behavior started receiving
increased attention (American Psychological Association, 2013; Higher Education Mental Health
Alliance Project, 2012). Differing opinions came to light about how student affairs professionals
should respond to concerning behavior within post-secondary students; opinions influenced by
policy and law, mental health advocates, disability advocates, and by general society (Belch,
2011; Lake, 2011; Pavela, 2006). These differing and sometimes contradictory opinions and
perspectives have since made it potentially challenging for CSAOs to foster a caring campus
community which includes students perceived as concerning when such fear abounds.
Concerning Behavior
The presence of students demonstrating concerning behavior within post-secondary
institutions is not new (Penven & Janosik, 2012; Sharkin, 2006). Historically, in higher
education, the concept of concerning behavior developed from working with students with
mental health diagnoses (Benton & Benton, 2006). Behaviors evidenced and tied to diagnoses,
such as depression and anxiety, were once considered concerning (Benton & Benton, 2006).
Such diagnoses and related behaviors often positively respond to clinical interventions, such as
counseling and psychotropic medication (Benton & Benton, 2006). However, in recent years,
students with a broad range of mental health diagnoses, such as Autism Spectrum Disorder,
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Traumatic Brain Injuries, and Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, have enrolled in increasing
numbers at post-secondary institutions, bringing with them behaviors construed as concerning
(Belch, 2011; Bush et al. 2011; White, Ollendick, & Bray, 2011; Widome et al., 2011). Such
diagnoses and related behaviors do not as often respond to clinical interventions (Kennedy et al.,
2008; Ospina et al., 2008).
It is the behavior demonstrated by students of concern which may impede student
functioning, may negatively impact student success, and may become dangerous if disregarded
(Higher Education Mental Health Alliance Project, 2012), not the diagnosis. Using the term
student of concern without a focus on concerning behavior may be problematic, as the construct
student of concern is tied to students with mental health diagnoses and/or invisible disabilities
within professional development materials and online resources, as referenced earlier in this
chapter. As most students with mental health diagnoses or invisible disabilities do not become
students of concern (Kinscherff, Evans, Randazzo, & Cornell, 2013; Sirotich, 2008), how are
CSAOs to help their campus communities keep a distinction between what is concerning (the
behavior) versus what diagnosis may be connected to the behavior occurring? Conversely, using
the term student of concern without a clear understanding of what the term means, may further
perpetuate stigmatizing students already labeled as disabled or mentally ill.
Problem Statement

The problem this qualitative case study sought to investigate was the ambiguous nature
of the construct student of concern. As there is no one-size-fits-all approach for responding to
students of concern that works for all types of post-secondary institutions (Lannon, 2014;
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Manning et al., 2014), this study questioned what influenced CSAOs’ work with students of
concern and how CSAOs constructed meaning regarding concerning student behavior at large,
public institutions of higher education. Literature reviewed addressed campus community and
culture, and their collective role with student success; the presence of students demonstrating
concerning behavior and their potential challenges for student success; and models of student
affair practice; but literature did not address the nuances of how CSAOs perceived and
responded to students of concern within their campus communities.
Over time, concerning behavior highlighted in the research literature changed from being
manifested, for example, as anxiety or poor self-care, to disregard for authority, stalking, making
disturbing comments, or referring to violent acts by others (Benton & Benton, 2006; Lake &
Tribbensee, 2002; Pavela 2008). Just as the construct of concerning student behavior changed, so
have federal mandates, which interplay with students demonstrating such behavior (Eells &
Rockland-Miller, 2010; Higher Education Mental Health Alliance Project, 2012). For example,
where once CSAOs could remove students from institutions for expressing suicidal ideation, or
harm to self, this option diminished with the 2008 amendments to the Americans with
Disabilities Act, which removed the self-threat prong (Lannon, 2014; Nolan & Moncure, 2012).
Reference to the Americans with Disabilities Act (2008) and its related amendments may
problematize how students of concern are construed, particularly if the term “students of
concern” becomes a euphemism for students with disabilities or yet another label for students
with mental health diagnoses. As the construct student of concern is not prevalent in research,
but is used in contemporary media and increasingly on post-secondary institutional websites,
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how does a CSAO make sense of what a student of concern is or what it means to be a student of
concern?
Over the past few decades a number of medical, societal, and legislative advances
reduced barriers for students with a broad range of mental health diagnoses to seek postsecondary education. For example, in response to advances in the effectiveness of psychiatric
medications, more students with mental health diagnoses now pursue higher education (Collins
& Mowbray, 2008). Advances in societal perceptions, such as viewing disability through a social
justice lens, and barrier reduction methods, such as universal design, allow more students
categorized as disabled to access post-secondary education (Burgstahler & Cory, 2010; Cook,
Rumrill, & Tankersley, 2009). Likewise, federal and state funding initiatives and advances in
medical treatment allow an increased number of disabled Veterans to pursue post-secondary
education (Sinski, 2012). However, if these students are increasingly construed as concerning,
with a need for case management or some other type of intervention, there is a risk for assigning
yet another label to students with disabilities or reinforcing the assumption made by some who
regard having a disability as negative.
For CSAOs tasked with building community and impacting engagement, minimizing
ambiguity is salient for access, inclusion, and success (Bolman & Deal, 2008). Yet, ambiguity
abounds regarding the construct student of concern (Harper & Wilson, 2010). CSAOs
incorporate into their role as the executive, senior student affairs officer, their experiences with
students from previous professional positions and institutions (Biddix, 2011; Hall-Hertel; 2011).
As such, how are CSAOs identifying ways to build community and positively impact
engagement in regard to students of concern?
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Historically, CSAOs came from paths considered traditional. Typically starting with a
graduate degree, followed by an entry-level position (often in Residence Life or Student
Activities), then gaining increasingly progressive experience with supervision, program
planning, budgeting, and teaching, and earning a terminal degree along the way (Biddix, 2011).
This traditional path was assumed to be the most helpful to be successful as a CSAO. However,
as mental health concerns continue to escalate on college campuses, a focus on helping
competencies has arisen (Grund, 2014; Hemphill, 2012; Reynolds, 2011, 2013). Student affairs
professionals now become CSAOs from a broader range of backgrounds (Biddix, 2011;
Hemphill, 2012). Due to the prevalence of students with mental health diagnoses attending
institutions of higher education, contemporary CSAOs must have experience with psychiatric
disabilities and crises, regardless of coming from a traditional or non-traditional background
(Dungy & Ellis, 2011; Grund, 2014; Hemphill, 2012).
Campus ethos, including size and residential status, may speak to a preference for a
CSAO to come from a traditional or non-traditional background due to assumptions or
expectations regarding various student experiences (Biddix, 2011). However, little is known
about what influences CSAOs regarding perceptions of and responses to students of concern.
With an increasing number of students seeking post-secondary education who may be construed
as concerning, there is a need for this study to help understand how CSAOs make meaning
regarding the construct student of concern.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore how CSAOs perceive and
respond to students of concern within large, residential, post-secondary institutions. For this
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study, large, public institutions of higher education were those designated by Carnegie
Classification with enrollment of at least 10,000. Also, for this study, residential institutions of
higher education were those with 25% or more of their first-time, full-time students living on
campus as indicated by the Common Data Set.
Two research questions guided this study:
1. How do CSAOs describe their work with students of concern?
2. How do CSAOs describe factors which influence their perception of and
responses to students of concern?
Significance of the Study
When a student starts to demonstrate concerning behavior, what role does a CSAO play
in determining how best to meet the needs of the student and the needs of the campus
community? While previous studies focused on the perceptions of and responses to students with
mental illness by faculty (Schwartz, 2010), entry-level student affairs professionals (Schum,
2011), and CSAOs at small, private colleges (Hall-Hertel, 2011), no studies existed which sought
to understand how CSAOs at large, public institutions of higher education perceived and
responded to students of concern within the context of their campus communities. Additionally,
studies have not addressed the construct of students of concern or what it means to perceive or
respond to a student as a student of concern. Understanding of this phenomenon has the potential
to identify ways to inform policy development and professional development, as well as to
problematize the term student of concern. Such understanding may also impact funding and
resource provision, and identify ways to engage students.
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Perceptions of and Responses to Students of Concern
Why has the term student of concern come into use? Does the term provide meaning to
the campus community? What about meaning to the CSAO? Regardless of context in which the
term student of concern is used or why the term has increasingly been embraced within higher
education, reference is consistently made to factors which influence public perception of students
of concern. These factors include legal implications, organizational expectations, and mental
health status. These factors are briefly touched on below and will be further expounded upon in
Chapter 2.
Legal Implications
Current literature provided guidance on some aspects of the investigated problem. Legal
literature discussed how CSAOs once contributed to the function of serving in the place of
parents, or in loco parentis (Benton & Benton, 2006; Manning et al., 2014), with limited legal
and societal mandates to navigate. While this is assumed to no longer be the primary expectation
in American higher education, senior academic leaders expect CSAOs to balance the needs of
students, educators, and families in the midst of ever-increasing state and federal compliance
mandates and a rising fear of violence on- and off-campus (Kruger, 2014; Lake, 2013; Manning
et al., 2014). Additionally, as contemporary media focuses on student-related campus tragedies,
questions have arisen regarding how post-secondary institutions share information, or not,
regarding students deemed concerning (Eells & Rockland-Miller, 2010; Higher Education
Mental Health Alliance Project, 2012; Nolan & Moncure, 2012). As a result, CSAOs must have
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an ever-increasing knowledge base surrounding legislation, mandates, and compliance
requirements.
Organizational Expectations
As a result of increasing federal and state mandates, CSAOs face a landscape in which
the courts construe institutions of higher education more and more as businesses and students as
customers or consumers. However, viewing students in this way does not align with the concept
of building campus community (Kretovics, 2011). Neither does it align with the education,
training, or professional experiences that many student affairs professionals have along the way
to becoming a CSAO (Reynolds, 2011, 2013).
Lake (2013) stated, “if students are consumers, then they should be entitled to get what
they want and pay for…many ‘consumers’ of higher education resist academic challenges and
being held responsible” (p. 244). The principles of accepting academic challenges and being
responsible are essential for community building within an academic community, and CSAOs
are often tasked with enforcing these principles across campus. However, in a consumer market,
one driven by the customer service concept, the idea of removing a consumer for demonstrating
concerning behavior may be questioned, particularly in light of expectations placed upon CSAOs
within a consumer market, to positively impact enrollment, persistence, and graduation rates by
finding ways to keep students engaged on campus (Manning et al., 2014).
Reputation more than “individual relationships between students and administrators”
(Manning et al., 2014, p. 96) drives a customer-focused system. This focus on reputation keeps
student affairs functions in a public spotlight, and decreases staff ability to get into the “private
sphere of students’ lives” (Manning et al., 2014). CSAOs need the ability for themselves and
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their staff to get into student lives in order to gain the trust necessary to foster community values,
find ways to share responsibilities across campus, and expand institutional efficacy, all of which
can make campuses more safe and less violent (Lake, 2013).
Mental Health
Within literature on college student mental health concerns, discussions abound regarding
how violent campus incidents impact the perception that colleges are not safe, even though
research indicates the issue of violence on college campuses continues to be rare (Cornell, 2010).
Furthermore, gun-related campus tragedies contribute to the perception of students with mental
health diagnoses as dangerous (Eells & Rockland-Miller, 2010; Harwood, 2011). Research
demonstrates few individuals with mental illness are violent, but for those who are violent,
mental health treatment and access to disability-related resources can reduce risk to the
individual and the community (American Psychological Association, 2013). As a result of
perceiving students with mental health diagnoses as dangerous, there is an expectation that
CSAOs address concerning behavior swiftly (Nolan & Moncure, 2012). However, quick reaction
may result in removing a student from a campus where mental health resources are available, and
sending the student to a community where mental health resources are not available (Newton,
2006). Quick decision-making may result in decision-making which selects a “good enough”
option (Manning, 2013, p.119), but not the best option. This is just one example of a potential
conflict CSAOs face when addressing concerning student behavior.
As previously stated, the number of students with a mental health diagnoses seeking postsecondary education has grown rapidly. To contextualize this growth, consider the following.
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The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention stated in 2011 approximately 25% of adults in
the United States had a mental health diagnosis and 50% of adults in the United States will
develop a mental illness during their lifetime. Additionally, the United States Department of
Education National Center for Statistics reported in 2013 10.9% of all post-secondary students
were disabled.
Within the contemporary college student population are a growing number of invisible,
psychiatric disabilities, including Autism Spectrum Disorders, Traumatic Brain Injuries, and
Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder; diagnoses which are sometimes connected to students
demonstrating concerning behavior. In 2011, the United States Department of Education
National Center for Statistics reported 91% of post-secondary institutions with 10,000 or more
students had students who reported having a traumatic brain injury, 84% had students who
reported having Autism Spectrum Disorders, and 98% had students who reported having a
psychiatric disability. These numbers demonstrate what CSAOs report; changing student
demographics and mental health concerns are increasing in prevalence on college campuses.
The inclusion of students with disabilities on college campuses positively contributes to
the diversity and richness of student life. At the same time, the rapid rate at which students with
psychiatric disabilities who may demonstrate unique behaviors are attending college has
outpaced educators’ ability to adapt to such behaviors (Cox, 2009; Harper & Wilson, 2010). This
poses a challenge for CSAOs who are tasked with identifying how best to respond to and
intervene with students demonstrating concerning behavior (Benton & Benton, 2006; Sharkin,
2006). In an era in which administrators desire increased diversity, student enrollment is
decreasing, scrutiny of retention rates is escalating, graduation rates are increasingly driving
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institutional funding, and campus violence continues to capture national attention (American
Psychological Association, 2013; Gross, Hossler, & Ziskin, 2007; Sponsler & Wesaw, 2014),
CSAOs may find themselves challenged to foster inclusion of students of concern within the
campus community.
Need for Additional Research
Literature addresses fostering student-centered and inclusive campus communities
(Boyer, 1990; McDonald & Associates, 2002) through the inclusion of a variety of student
populations. Additionally, literature speaks to expectations for CSAOs to develop such
communities (Dungy & Ellis, 2011; Manning et al., 2014). However, literature does not speak to
the inclusion of students who demonstrate concerning behavior; rather, literature more often
addresses the removal of such students.
An abundance of literature exists which speaks to post-secondary students with mental
illness (Bertram, 2010; Reynolds, 2013; Trela, 2008; Yorgason, Linville, & Zitman, 2008) and
which speaks to post-secondary students with disabilities (Belch, 2011; Murray, Lombardi, &
Wren, 2011; Quinlan, Bates, & Angell, 2012; Wei, Wang, Heppner, & Du, 2012). However, a
gap exists regarding how CSAOs can responsibly create a student-centered, inclusive, engaging
community for students who behave in concerning ways while respecting the expectations
prevalent within their campus communities.
Additionally, post-secondary institutions and higher education professional development
organizations have infused the term student of concern into their work (see, for example, Georgia
Institute of Technology, Gonzaga University, 2014 NaBITA Annual Conference; 2014 NASPA
Mental Health Conference; University of New Orleans). However, studies have not addressed
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the construct of students of concern or what it means to perceive or respond to a student as a
student of concern. As such, a wide range of research informed this study, including: community
building, compliance, counseling, disability, law, mental health, and organizational theory. This
study sought to add knowledge to the field of student affairs and higher education, and sought to
fill a void of information regarding how CSAOs perceive and respond to students of concern.
Conceptual Framework
A social constructionist perspective (Crotty, 2009) guided this study. Organizational
theory and models of practice within student affairs also informed the study. While each of these
constructs functions independently, this study sought to investigate how their intersections
inform CSAOs’ perceptions of and responses to students of concern.
Social Constructionism
A social constructionism lens allows for meaning-making based on individual
experiences and to highlight the role culture plays in such meaning making (Crotty, 2009).
According to Crotty (2009), culture
shapes the way in which we see things (even the way in which we feel things!) and gives
us a definite view of the world. This shaping of our minds by culture is to be welcomed
as what makes us human and endows us with the freedom we enjoy. (p. 58)
However, a risk inherent with constructionism is a lack of criticality and a lack of acknowledging
“the restrictive and oppressive aspects of our cultural inheritance” (Crotty, 2009, p. 60). For this
study, meaning-making served as an essential component of seeking to understand how CSAOs
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shape their perceptions of and responses to students of concern, as well as seeking to understand
factors that influence CSAO decision-making within the campus community.
Organizational Theory
Organizational theory allows for the making of meaning and sense-making to occur,
through organizational culture (Weick, 2001). The concept of “what is most important is not
what happens but what it means” (Bolman & Deal, 2008, p. 253) influences meaning-making.
Sense-making “sets the frame within which decisions are made” (Weick, 2001, p. 460) through
the use of seven properties, including: (a) social context; (b) personal identity; (c) retrospect; (d)
salient cues; (e) ongoing projects; (f) plausibility; and (g) enactment (Weick, 2001). Properties,
such as personal identity, retrospect, and salient cues, may influence how some CSAOs perceive
students of concern. Properties, such as social context, ongoing projects, plausibility, and
enactment, may influence how some CSAOs respond to students of concern.
Sense-making. Weick (2001) addressed sense-making as a way for people to create social
order through making commitments and developing “valid, socially acceptable justifications for
these commitments” (p. 26). Weick’s view of sense-making provided a tie between
organizational theory and organizational culture. As such, sense-making played a role in data
analysis for this study. This role is expounded upon further in Chapter 3.
Institutional culture. Culture often plays a role in decision-making within organizations
(Tierney, 2008). According to Kuh and Whitt (1998):
an institution’s culture is influenced by factors in the external environment, including
economic conditions, societal attitudes and the role society expects higher education to
play, the experiences and expectations of an institution’s constituents … and the
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institution’s place in the economical and organizational hierarchy of American higher
education. (pp. 44-45)
Institutions of higher education develop their culture over time. The culture is shaped by
institutional mission, history, and threats, as well as by daily interactions and relationships.
Campus culture, along with social climate, plays a significant role in students’ success (Hamrick
et al., 2002). Embedded within campus culture are institutional values. “Values convey a
powerful message to students” (Hamrick et al., 2002, p. 101) and pass assumptions, perceptions,
and beliefs along to students – whether intended or not (Manning et al., 2014).
Student Affairs Models of Practice
Models of student affairs practice provide CSAOs theoretically based methods for
approaching decision-making, program implementation, and policy making within institutions of
higher education (Manning et al., 2014). Whether traditional or innovative, different models of
practice highlight myriad factors of influence within institutions of higher education.
Additionally, while models present as distinct and separate entities, “student affairs professionals
would be hard pressed to find an institution that has any of the models in a ‘pure’ form”
(Manning et al., p. 5).
Models of student affairs practice reflect historical and contemporary trends within
higher education. Traditional models are out-of-the-classroom-centered, administrative-centered,
and/or learning-centered (Manning et al., 2014). Within these centralized areas, models focus on
aspects such as extracurricular activities, co-curricular activities, functional silos, and student
services. Consistent throughout traditional models is a structure in which departments/programs/
services “stand independently of one another, without much thought given to the total student
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experience” (Manning et al., 2014, p. 43). Innovative models are student-centered and/or
academic-centered (Manning et al., 2014). Within these centralized areas, models focus on such
concepts as an ethic of care, student agency, and academic-student affairs collaborations
(Manning et al., 2014).
Models of student affairs practice have changed over time to reflect priorities such as
providing challenge and support, student involvement, and access and inclusion, as well as in
response to organizational theory, campus culture, social climate, and community building
(Hamrick et al., 2002). How CSAOs use various practices within student affairs have the
potential to impact student experiences, staff experiences, and the campus community (Dungy &
Ellis, 2011; Hamrick et al., 2002; Manning et al., 2014). Conversely, an institution’s size and
mission may narrow the models CSAOs are able to infuse (Dungy & Ellis, 2011; Manning et al.,
2014).
Organizational models. Organizational models, staff titles, and language, are a few
indicators of possible student affairs models at play. Additionally, these indicators may reflect
other models of practice embraced within divisions of student affairs which are reflective of
particular student populations. Hamrick et al. (2002) used the phrase “marginality and mattering”
(p. 86) to reflect Schlossberg’s (1989) perspective “that a sense of belonging is an influential
factor in whether a student succeeds and develops in college” (p. 86). How does a sense of
belonging evidence itself with students of concern?
Disability model. For students demonstrating concerning behavior who also have a
disability, the disability model the CSAO embraces may matter. Disability models within
Western society are evolving, influenced, in part, by disability studies scholars. The medical
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model of disability is still prevalent in the United States, but a social justice or socially
constructed theory of disability is emerging (Anastasiou & Kauffman, 2011; Gabel, 2010;
Loewen & Pollard, 2010).
The medical model of disability construes disability as “the condition of being unable to
perform a task due to an impairment which is an individual burden, personal tragedy or
individual problem” (Loewen & Pollard, 2010, p. 10) and implies that having a disability
requires individuals to “adjust or become more normal to fit into society and the established
environment” (Loewen & Pollard, 2010, p. 10). The social model, however, views disability as
“the disadvantage or restriction of activity caused by design in environments which exclude
disabled persons from participation in mainstream social activities” (Loewen & Pollard, 2010, p.
10) and implies that having a disability requires society to “adapt the design of environments.
Individual differences are considered normal and accepted through the design of inclusive and
flexible environments” (Loewen & Pollard, 2010, p. 10). Regardless of disability model,
constructing meaning for the term disability is “highly complex” (Anastasiou & Kauffman, 2011,
p. 376) and may influence how CSAOs and campus communities construe students of concern.
Collectively, organizational theory and student affairs models of practice frame
influential aspects informing how CSAOs perceive and respond to students of concern. The
intersections of these constructs, within constructionism, are inferred by Anastasiou and
Kaufmann (2011). Anastasiou and Kaufmann stated perceptions sometimes “are in direct
correspondence to external realities and can be rough approximations to the truth; sometimes
they are simply weak correlations with the natural and social worlds and, under certain
circumstances, can lead to strong stereotypes and prejudices” (p. 373).
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Subjectivity and Personal Perspective of the Researcher
Research integrity is essential to ethical qualitative research. To contribute to such
integrity, researchers should disclose factors that might influence the study (Yin, 2011),
acknowledge subjectivity, and reflect upon the role such personal perspective may play in the
research to strengthen trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). To that end, personal and
professional aspects shaping the researcher’s lens follow.
Near the completion of this study, I was appointed as a CSAO. The process of
interviewing for this position while completing this study intersected on multiple levels. In
speaking with participants about their meaning-making processes, I consistently reflected upon
my own meaning-making. While I cannot remove my own meaning-making experiences from
the study, the impact of seeking to understand others’ processes while examining my own
provided insight personally and professionally which I believe was valuable to the study.
While completing this study, I worked as an assistant vice president on a campus
impacted by gun-related tragedies. On a regular basis I was reminded of the heightened
sensitivity some campus members have to unique or concerning behavior. I consistently
experienced existing fears residing within the campus community. In my administrative role I
intervened with students demonstrating concerning behavior. I began to wonder if the history of
the institution at which I worked uniquely impacted my experience with students of concern. I
wondered if through my research I would find themes across large, public universities in regard
to influences which shape CSAOs’ perceptions of and responses to students of concern. I
wondered if my own influences would align and/or intersect with the influences of others.
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Sometimes, when speaking of students of concern, I found assumptions were made about
mental health diagnoses or disability status. As a student affairs professional who strives to
increase access and inclusion for students, I began to wonder if the use of the term student of
concern (a term I have used) contributed to stereotypes and misperceptions regarding students
with psychiatric disabilities. Prior to starting the study I used the term student of concern in
relation to creating a student of concern committee tasked with reviewing and responding to
concerning behavior demonstrated by students. I also created a form that the campus community
could use to report concerning student behavior.
Over the course of my higher education career to date I have served as an Assistant Vice
President for Student Affairs, an Assistant Vice President for Student Services, a Director of a
Disability Resource Center, and a Director of Learning Assistance Programs and Disability
Support Services. I will begin my role as a Vice President for Student Affairs and Enrollment
Management after the completion of this study. Throughout my career in student affairs, I have
been a member of and/or chaired institutional threat assessment teams, behavior intervention
teams, and crisis response teams. As the chair, I was responsible for making decisions regarding
whether students of concern remained at the institution at which I worked.
Prior to becoming a student affairs professional, I worked as a mental health clinician. I
hold an active national level credential along with two active state credentials for counseling.
One of my roles as a mental health clinician involved committing individuals through
involuntary psychiatric hospitalizations, which required removing individuals’ civil liberties. My
background in counseling shapes the way in which I work and make meaning in my daily
interactions with students, faculty, and staff.
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I have observed varying perceptions of and responses to students of concern by CSAOs,
as well as by campus constituencies. I cannot, however, speak to what has influenced these
CSAOs in their experiences with students of concern. My experiences throughout my
professional career have influenced my interest in this topic. I remained mindful of these
experiences as I investigated CSAOs through this study. I consistently questioned if my
experiences colored my perceptions, though I also believe my personal experiences enhanced the
study in some regards as well, particularly in light of problematizing the construct student of
concern.
I entered into the study wanting to understand how students of concern, including
students with disabilities and students with psychiatric diagnoses, were included in the building
of campus community. I believe as contemporary college students become more diverse, more
global, less homogenous, that CSAOs can and should play a role in positively impacting access
and inclusion for all students. As I have moved into senior leadership, I have had the opportunity
to speak to the inclusion of students with disabilities from a social justice perspective, which has
furthered my interest in contributing to the understanding of concerning student behavior.
Summary
This study explored how CSAOs constructed meaning regarding concerning student
behavior. The study sought to understand CSAOs’ decision-making processes regarding students
of concern within the context of large, public, residential universities. Constructionism informed
the study, along with organizational theory and models of student affairs practice.
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As violence on post-secondary campuses continues to garner media attention, as safety of
campus communities is questioned, and as mental health continues to grow within student
populations seeking post-secondary educations, the increasing involvement of CSAOs with
issues related to students demonstrating concerning behavior is clear. However, literature has not
addressed how CSAOs meet the needs of these students within their campus culture. Nor has it
addressed how best to capture the construct student of concern.
Chapter 1 provided an overview of the problem, presented the research questions,
described the conceptual framework, and provided the rationale for completing the study in light
of growing student populations and existing gaps in literature. Chapter 2 provides an analysis of
the existing literature, and further exemplifies the gaps in literature this study sought to address.
Chapter 3 provides the methodology used with this study, including the process for collecting
and analyzing data. Chapter 4 presents the results of the study. Chapter 5 provides a discussion
of the results along with thoughts on future research.

CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
How one defines a student of concern is tied to one’s experience with students of concern.
Though the term student of concern is ambiguous, it has meaning for those who use it. Though it
includes a focus on concerning behavior, the use of the term concern expressed a proactive focus
on wanting to connect and potentially intervene with a student to help that student experience
success within the individual campus community. What that success looks like, what meaning it
has for the student, what meaning it has for others may vary, but the act of sharing concern for a
student may make the difference in that student becoming or staying engaged within the campus
community, may make a difference in retaining that student, and may make a difference in the
persistence of that student toward earning her or his degree. (Tucker, analytical memo)
College campuses are communities, in and of themselves, and experience many of the
same challenges that non-academic communities experience: economic difficulties, racial
tension, violence, and mental illness, to name a few (Harper et al., 2010; McDonald &
Associates, 2002). One of the major tasks for Chief Student Affairs Administrators (CSAOs) is
mitigating such challenges while fostering a community that is welcoming to a broad and diverse
range of individuals. Creating such a community indicates an “agenda of common caring and
grace. This agenda of common caring embraces a love for soul, for standard, and for system”
(Bogue, 2002, p. 7).
Within this community-building is an expectation that CSAOs contribute to student
engagement, persistence, and retention (Hamrick et al., 2002; Kuh, 2009; Manning et al., 2014;
Roberts, 2012; Tinto, 2012). To do so requires CSAOs to contribute to a sense of belonging for
students (Hamrick et al., 2002; Schlossberg, 1989), to incorporate a model of practice reflective
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of institutional mission and size (Kuh et al., 2010; Manning et al., 2014), and to effectively
express expectations to students (Dungy & Ellis, 2011; Kuh et al., 2010; Manning et al., 2014).
While the desire for many CSAOs is for students to actively engage within the campus
community and meet or exceed expectations, sometimes student behavior keeps students from
doing so (Benton & Benton, 2006; Cox, 2009; Kadison & DiGeronimo, 2004). Sometimes such
behavior rises to the level of being construed as concerning. Understanding how CSAOs
constructed meaning regarding concerning student behavior within their campus communities
was central to this study. Following is a review of literature from multiple fields, which
contributed to understanding within this study. Literature addressed students of concern lexicon,
mental health, invisible disabilities, threat assessment, student development, CSAO professional
experiences, law and policy, constructionism, organizational theory, and student affairs models
of practice.
History of the Problem
While post-secondary students demonstrating concerning behavior is not new, the
number of influences upon perceiving and responding to such behavior has increased (Dungy &
Ellis, 2011; Hemphill, 2012; Kruger, 2014). Focus on concerning behavior has increased in
response to campus tragedies (Bertram, 2010; Hemphill & Hephner LaBanc, 2010) and through
reports of a growing number of students with a broad range of mental health diagnoses seeking
post-secondary degrees (Penven & Janosik, 2012; Sharkin, 2006). Historically, student affairs
administrators responded to students with mental health diagnoses who demonstrated concerning
behavior through mechanisms such as referring students to or mandating counseling,
implementing behavior contracts, encouraging the use of psychotropic medication, or removing
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students from the institution (Benton & Benton, 2006; Penven & Janosik, 2012; Sharkin, 2006).
However, changes in legislation regarding students construed as a threat to themselves
(Americans with Disabilities Amendment Act, 2008; Nolan & Moncure, 2012) and research
regarding limited efficacy of behavior contracts (Garvey, Penn, Campbell, Esposito-Smythers, &
Spirito, 2009; Nolan & Moncure, 2012) have reduced some of these options for contemporary
CSAOs.
Additionally, as a variety of medical, societal, and legislative advances reduced barriers
to seeking post-secondary education for students with a broad range of mental health diagnoses,
institutions of higher education have not kept pace with the changing needs of contemporary
college students in relation to mental health (Collins & Mowbray, 2008; Cox, 2009; Williams,
2005). Societal perceptions of individuals with disabilities, including those connected to mental
health diagnoses, have lagged behind the attendance of students with disabilities at postsecondary institutions (Mowbray et al., 2006). This outpacing contributes to an environment in
which CSAOs are asked to respond to students demonstrating concerning behavior when
perceptions of those same students may differ based on campus influences: influences such as
model of disability accepted within the campus community or a history of campus tragedy. This
outpacing also contributes to ambiguous use of words regarding students of concern, as
educators attempt to keep up with changing demographics within a politically challenging
landscape.
The increased presence of students demonstrating concerning behavior places a new
challenge on CSAOs through requests and ultimately requirements to respond to and intervene
with these students (Benton & Benton, 2006; Kadison & DiGeronimo, 2004; Sharkin, 2006). On
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top of a growing population of college students with psychiatric disabilities is an ever-evolving
legal landscape which illuminates the role of such constructs as liability, duty to students and the
campus community, and confidentiality (Lake, 2011, 2013). The presence of such constructs
poses potential conflicts for CSAOs seeking to balance student individuality with creating a
caring campus community, as well as how to communicate ways to achieve this balance
(Sandeen & Barr, 2006).
Students of Concern
Literature uses a variety of terms to get at the construct student of concern, primarily
through describing concerning student behavior. Prominent terms included disruptive (Amada,
1994), disturbed (Hollingsworth, Dunkle, & Douce, 2009), and distressed (Owen, Tao, &
Rodolfa, 2006; Sharkin, 2006). The terms disruptive, disturbed, and distressed were intermixed
at times to refer to different types of students, including: (a) students whose behavior resulted in
interactions with the judicial or student conduct process (Amada, 1994; Trela, 2008); (b) students
diagnosed with mental health disorders (Owen et al., 2006; Sharkin, 2006); (c) students whose
behavior was assumed to be tied to mental health diagnoses, such as suicidal ideation and selfharm (e.g., cutting) (Owen et al., 2006; Sharkin, 2006); and, (d) students who made threats to
themselves or others (Delworth, 2009).
Amada (1994) defined disruptive students as those students whose behavior “persistently
or grossly interferes with academic and administrative activities on campus” (pp. 8-9). Delworth
(2009) described disturbed students as those whose behavior was “out of sync with other
students; often marked by patterns of moving away from or against others; may overly fixate on
one goal or idea; may evidence overall rigid, highly dualistic thinking; may make inappropriate
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or off-task remarks; seems angry and destructive toward self or others” (p. 13). Sharkin (2006)
described distressed students as those students who demonstrated “disruptive, atypical, and (or)
unusual behaviors” (p. 28). Sharkin clearly stated some behaviors might be construed as
distressing and may be tied to developmental milestones instead of tied to psychological or
pathological causes.
The definitions provided by Amada (1994), Delworth (2009), and Sharkin (2006) on
disruptive, disturbed, and distressed students had a common thread: these definitions were
conceptualized at a time when enrollment of post-secondary students was not as financially tied
to the success of institutions of higher education (Dowd, 2004), and at a time when it was more
acceptable to say students either ascribed to certain behavioral standards or they were removed
(Benton & Benton, 2006). However, as institutions of higher education have had to search more
broadly to find additional students to recruit and retain (Gross, Hossler, & Ziskin, 2007), and as
legislative mandates have been amended (e.g., Americans with Disabilities Act Amendments
Act, 2008; Pavela, 2008), it becomes more challenging for post-secondary institutions to
categorize behavior that resides in shades of grey instead of simply as black or white.
While definitions associated with distressed, disruptive, and disturbed laid the
foundation for response models, such as Delworth’s Assessment-Intervention of Student
Problems (AISP) (Hollingsworth et al., 2009) and factored into legislation creating threat
assessment teams, such as Code of Virginia, § 23-9.2:10 and Illinois Compiled Statues, §110
ILCS 12-20 (Eells & Rockland-Miller, 2010; Higher Education Mental Health Alliance Project,
2012; Penven & Janosik, 2012), little attention has been paid to how CSAOs perceive and
respond to students who demonstrate concerning behavior who do not singly fit into these
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definitions. The terms distressed, disruptive, and disturbed may refer to a student of concern;
however, the construct student of concern may also describe a student who does not reflect one
or more of these terms.
Disruptive, distressed, and disturbed were terms consistently linked to threat assessment
literature (Hollingsworth et al., 2009). As institutions of higher education look beyond threat, an
increasing number of institutions use the term student of concern (Higher Education Mental
Health Alliance Project, 2012). The Higher Education Mental Health Alliance Project (2012)
stated students of concern demonstrated “psychosocial and behavioral problems that may both
interfere with adequate and successful functioning that, if unaddressed, might lead to a
dangerous outcome to the student or the community” (p. 4).
While the term student of concern was not prevalent in research, it was referenced in
student affairs professional development materials (see, for example, Education Law
Association, magnapubs online training, 2014 NaBITA Annual Conference, and 2014 NASPA
Mental Health Conference) and used within post-secondary institutional websites (see, for
example, www.fsu.edu, www.gonzaga.edu, www.unlv.edu, and www.uno.edu). Within these
contexts, the term student of concern referred to students who demonstrated behaviors which
may be categorized as disruptive, disturbed, and/or distressed, but also included behavior which
might not fall into these categories.
The University of Colorado–Boulder described concerning behavior associated with
students of concern as evidencing:
unusual or abrupt changes; resistance to change or reasonable limits; extreme reaction to
a loss or traumatic event; displays paranoia or distrust; online postings to social media
sites that indicate a threat to self or others; preoccupation with weapons, violent events or
persons who have engaged in violent acts; uncharacteristically decreased performance in
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work or academics; references to harming others or planning a violent or destructive
event; evidence of depressions, hopelessness, or suicidal thoughts/plans; inappropriate
responses such as prolonged irritability, angry outburst, or intense reactions; strained
interpersonal relations, isolating behaviors, or low self-esteem; significant change in life
circumstances such as loss of job or relationship; perceived rejection or injustice.
This expanded scope provides an opportunity for earlier intervention (Higher Education Mental
Health Alliance Project, 2012). It also, potentially, provides the opportunity to further stigmatize
individuals with mental health diagnoses and perpetuate stereotypes.
As concerns for campus violence and safety escalate, some institutions of higher
education became more proactive with students demonstrating concerning behavior, in an effort
to keep the behavior from becoming threatening (Eells & Rockland-Miller, 2010; Mowbray et
al., 2006). However, research evidenced conflicting data regarding a connection between
violence and mental illness. For example, Grunhloh et al. (2007) asserted an increased
prevalence of violence by individuals with mental illness, while Kadison and DiGeronimo
(2004) asserted little to no link between mental illness and violence. Additionally, research
reported conflicting data regarding a connection between violence and disabilities, as individuals
with disabilities were more likely to be victims of violence than perpetrators (Brownridge, 2006;
Hahn, McCormick, Silverman, Robinson, & Koenen, 2014).
Multiple lenses have shaped research regarding how CSAOS attempt to foster inclusive
campus communities, including: mental illness (Bishop, 2002; Dunkle, Silverstein, & Warner,
2008; Gallagher, 2004; Kitzrow, 2002), legal matters (Bickel & Lake, 1999; Lake & Tribbensee,
2002; Mowbray et al., 2006; Pavela, 2006; Shuster, Sokolow, & Lewis, 2006), and campus
culture (Hatch, 1997; Kuh, 1990; McDonald & Associates, 2002; Weick, 1995). However, much
of this research predated the Americans with Disabilities Amendments Act (2008), which
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significantly altered how institutional policies could treat students with disabilities who are
considered to be a threat to her or himself.
Students of Concern and Mental Health
According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2011), an estimated 25% of
adults in the United States have a mental health diagnosis, and 50% of adults in the United States
will develop a mental illness during their lifetime. Literature reflected this high incident when
discussing the prevalence of mental health diagnoses within the general post-secondary student
population (Benton & Benton, 2006; Harper et al., 2010). While many mental health diagnoses
are treatable with psychotropic medication, counseling, or a combination of both (Benton &
Benton, 2006), an increasing number of post-secondary students have diagnoses that are not
responsive solely to medication or counseling (Nevill & White, 2011; Parks, Wilson, & Harper,
2010; Sensoy-Briddick, Levine, Harper, & Wilson, 2010).
Existing literature referred to the use of medication and/or counseling as a resource for
CSAOs, when responding to students demonstrating concerning behavior (Benton & Benton,
2006; Harper et al., 2010; Sharkin, 2006). However, with the proliferation of mental health
diagnoses which minimally respond to medication or counseling and are associated with some
concerning behaviors, such as Autism Spectrum Disorders (Harper et al., 2010), resources to
proactively guide CSAOs in responding to such behavior are lagging. Also literature minimally
addressed how to engage the campus community in dialogue about including students with
mental health diagnoses who may demonstrate concerning behavior.

38

Lack of knowledge by student affairs professionals about college students with
psychiatric disabilities has led to these students being marginalized (Bush et al., 2011; Elliott,
Gonzalez, & Larsen, 2011; Glover-Graf et al., 2010; MacLeod, Lewis, & Robertson, 2013;
Rydzewska, 2012; White et al., 2011; Widome et al., 2011). This marginalization is due, in part,
to concerning behaviors these students sometimes demonstrate in and out of the classroom, and
the limited support structures currently in place across college campuses to respond to such
behaviors (American Psychological Association, 2013; Higher Education Mental Health Alliance
Project, 2012).
Post-secondary students may come to college without an understanding of their mental
health or the impact of their mental health on their ability to be academically successful
(Bertram, 2010). As a result, these students may not seek resources or support in or out of the
classroom unless or until they demonstrate concerning behavior that catches the attention of
faculty and staff (Bertram, 2010). Even then, students may be resistant to seeking assistance due
to stigma associated with mental illness (Benton & Benton, 2006; Kadison & DiGeronimo,
2004).
As contemporary college student populations are changing, CSAOs are more likely to
interact with students who have been victims of personal violence—whether through war (e.g.,
international students, Veterans), natural disaster (e.g., Hurricane Katrina, Superstorm Sandy),
gang activity, or domestic abuse (Hollingsworth et al., 2009). Students who have experienced
such violence may come into institutions of higher education with a heightened startle response
and limited patience, which may be construed as concerning in or out of the classroom
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(Hollingsworth et al., 2009). Additionally, such students may also be resistant to seeking
assistance (Benton & Benton, 2006; Kadison & DiGeronimo, 2004).
Students who have experienced significant trauma in their lives, such as personal
violence, are likely to be perceived as more distressed than students who have not experienced
trauma (Hollingsworth et al. 2009). This distressed behavior may be perceived as concerning by
those who may not be aware of a student’s past experience with significant trauma. Other
examples of significant trauma, such as the unexpected death of a loved one, sexual assault,
witnessing a trauma resulting in death or substantial injury, or surviving a life-threatening injury,
may increase the prevalence of post-traumatic stress disorder or post-traumatic stress-related
symptoms in students (Elhai & Fine, 2012).
Such students may be quick to resort to violence or self-harming behaviors, and may
struggle to accept support such as counseling or medication (Parks et al., 2010). In such
circumstances, mental health diagnoses may be present, but may be overlooked or considered a
secondary challenge in light of students’ presenting concerns of experience with violence
(Harper & Wilson, 2010). Having an understanding of why concerning behaviors may be
demonstrated by students could inform CSAOs’ perceptions of and responses to such students
(Harper et al., 2010).
Mental Health and Disability
The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990, the Americans with Disabilities Act
Amendments Act (ADAAA) of 2008, and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act (1973) require
post-secondary institutions to provide reasonable accommodations to students with disabilities.
The ADA and its amendments define a disability as a “mental or physical impairment that

40

substantially limits one or more major life activities” (Americans with Disabilities Act
Amendments Act of 2008, Pub. L. No 110-325 § 12101), including learning. Not all individuals
with mental illness perceive themselves as disabled. Even when they do, many students do not
seek out disability-related resources due to perceived stigma of having a disability and/or of
having a mental illness (Mowbray et al., 2006). Literature regarding the tragedies at “Virginia
Tech” and Northern Illinois University, the amendments to the ADA, and the increase in
Veterans with disabilities seeking post-secondary education (Elhai & Fine; 2012; Elliot et al.,
2011; Mowbray et al., 2006) paid increased attention to students with mental health-related
disabilities.
Invisible Disabilities
The construct of visible disability status versus invisible disability status is prevalent
within disability-related literature. Researchers (MacLeod et al., 2013; Nevill & White, 2011;
Rydzewska, 2012) asserted students with invisible disabilities were treated differently or held to
a different standard by post-secondary faculty than students with visible disabilities were held to.
Researchers also asserted the lack of knowledge or awareness of invisible disabilities negatively
impacted how students with invisible disabilities were perceived and responded to by faculty and
staff, including student affairs professionals (Murray et al., 2011; Quinlan et al., 2012).
Perceptions of why students demonstrate concerning behavior may be shaped by an
understanding of mental illness and disability (Nolan & Moncure, 2012).
Autism spectrum disorders. Autism Spectrum Disorders include mental health diagnoses
characterized by assumptions about challenges in social interactions, limited communication
skills, minimal awareness of social norms, hyper-focused attention in areas of interest with
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minimal to no attention in areas of limited interest, and repetitive behaviors (MacLeod et al.,
2013; Rydzewska, 2012). These challenges may be construed within post-secondary settings as
concerning. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention reported in 2012 that, in 2008, one
out of 88 children in the United States had Autism Spectrum Disorders; a substantial increase in
diagnoses from 2000, when the number was one out of 150. It is safe to assume, with such
prevalence, that the number of students with Autism Spectrum Disorders seeking post-secondary
degrees will increase (Nevill & White, 2011).
Nevill and White (2011) asserted children and adolescents with Autism Spectrum
Disorders received the most attention within research, with minimal research regarding college
students “on the spectrum,” as Autism Spectrum Disorder is often referred to. Nevill and White
described how success in post-secondary settings required the ability to follow social
expectations and clearly communicate, which were typically not strengths for individuals with
Autism Spectrum Disorder. Nevill and White highlighted how success for individuals with
Autism Spectrum Disorder may be influenced by the perceptions of others, including opinions
held about typical developmental stages.
To investigate success of college students on the spectrum, Nevill and White (2011)
completed a quantitative study with 685 participants. Through their study, Nevill and White
found experience with unique behaviors associated with students on the spectrum decreased
uncertainty about behaviors in the future. This may be relevant to student affairs staff members
who may not be familiar with Autism Spectrum Disorders. Nevill and White described the void
of awareness which exists in institutions of higher education regarding college students with
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Autism Spectrum Disorders and regarding how to include students on the spectrum within the
campus community.
MacLeod et al. (2013) investigated success of college students on the spectrum through a
qualitative study with six participants. From their study, MacLeod et al. found the current
understanding of faculty and staff within institutions of higher education regarding students on
the spectrum was not accurate; faculty and staff either assumed all students on the spectrum
would be anti-social or they assumed challenges experienced by students on the spectrum were
not real. MacLeod et al. also found faculty and staff confusion and/or concern with behaviors
associated with Autism Spectrum Disorder created “barriers” (p. 41) for students, and
exacerbated problems students on the spectrum experienced, such as feeling isolated and
experiencing low self-esteem.
MacLeod et al. (2013) underscored a challenge for student affairs professionals
responding to students with Autism Spectrum Disorders in stating the differences experienced by
students on the spectrum “may be misinterpreted and denied by others, undermining their right to
consideration of support for their difficulties” (p. 42). A striking theme illuminated by the
participants of the MacLeod et al. study reflected how “descriptors currently found in the
professional literature and research did not adequately reflect their (participants’) personal
experiences” (p. 47). Participants wanted faculty and staff to know them as individuals and not
lump them into a category of presumed autistic identity.
MacLeod et al. (2013) suggested transition services as a way to assist post-secondary
students with Autism Spectrum Disorders find academic success. Rydzewska (2012) made the
same suggestion and asserted challenging or failed transitions, such as to the university setting,
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had long-term and destructive effects on students with Autism Spectrum Disorders. Rydzewska
indicated negative transition experiences impacted long-term employment opportunities.
Rydzewska challenged a prevalent frame of developmental theory, stipulating transitions
between stages had become more dependent upon individual actions and life choices, instead of
being age-dependent. However, Rydzewska also asserted college students on the spectrum were
marginalized due to behaviors perceived by some as distressing. Rydzewska identified the
dichotomy of students in general having more autonomy to rely on individualized, selfdetermination while students on the spectrum were expected to self-actualize in a way that meets
others’ expectations.
White et al. (2011) addressed the challenge of meeting others’ expectations behaviorally
and the need for successful transitions through their quantitative study with 685 participants.
Outcomes of the White et al. study indicated students with Autism Spectrum Disorders had a
higher level of social anxiety, aggression, depression, and hostility. White et al. described how
these behavioral challenges might manifest themselves as abrasive and overt, impacting faculty
and staff perceptions of and responses to students on the spectrum within institutions of higher
education. White et al. also described how the transitional needs of students on the spectrum
were broad and how little was known about the best ways to assist students on the spectrum to
transition successfully to college life. White et al. encouraged administrators, such as student
affairs professionals, to be mindful about perceptions of and responses to Autistic students.
A void of awareness exits in institutions of higher education regarding students with
Autism Spectrum Disorders (MacLeod et al., 2013; Rydzewska, 2012; White et al., 2011). In
2013, the United States Department of Education National Center for Statistics reported 84% of
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post-secondary institutions had students attending who report having Autism Spectrum
Disorders. A few suggestions have been made about how student affairs staff members may help
minimize distress for Autistic students, including developing transition programs (Rydzewska,
2012) and building learning communities (Hansen, 2011). However, literature did not address
how to assist CSAOs in perceiving and responding to students with Autism Spectrum Disorders
who demonstrate concerning behavior, nor how to assist CSOAs in building campus
communities inclusive of autistic students.
Traumatic brain injuries. The United States Department of Education National Center for
Statistics (2013) reported 91% of post-secondary institutions had students enrolled who reported
having a traumatic brain injury. Traumatic brain injuries are difficult to characterize due to the
individualization of the location and impact of each injury. Symptoms associated with traumatic
brain injuries consistently appear as distressful, disruptive, or disturbing, including: cognitive
impairment; limited impulse control; challenges with information processing, communication,
and perceptions; and decreased self-awareness (Bush et al., 2011). Research regarding postsecondary students with traumatic brain injuries has occurred primarily with Veteran students.
Elliot et al. (2011) stated approximately 19% of Operation Enduring Freedom and
Operation Iraqi Freedom Veterans had Traumatic Brain Injuries. Elliot et al. asserted stressors
experienced during combat were similar to stressors experienced through abuse or living in a
volatile neighborhood. For students who have experienced such stressors, inclusion into the postsecondary environment and positive interactions with faculty, staff, and students are essential for
student success. Elliot et al. also described how the availability of resources for students to
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address such stressors and the perception of positive emotional support significantly impacted
students’ mental health.
A subset of disabled Veteran literature focuses on post-traumatic stress disorders. Elliot
et al. (2011) asserted approximately 31% of Operation Enduring Freedom and Operation Iraqi
Freedom Veterans had post-traumatic stress disorder. Post-traumatic stress disorder is
characterized by symptoms such as impaired cognitive functioning; difficulties concentrating;
hyper-vigilance and high startle response; challenges with handling stressors, social interactions,
and authority; absences from class; impulsivity; anger; and explosive outbursts (Glover-Graf et
al., 2010). Elliot et al. described the positive correlation between post-traumatic stress disorder
and interpersonal violence, often construed as distressful, disturbed, or disruptive.
There are two salient components missing from the studies completed by Bush et al.
(2011), Elliot et al. (2011), and Glover-Graf et al. (2010). One is the influence of campus culture
on the perception of and responses to troubled Veterans. The other is the influence of prevalent
disability model on the perception of and responses to Veterans expressing concerning behavior.
This study will build upon the intersection of mental health with students of concern
through gaining an understanding of how CSAOs construct meaning of mental health diagnoses
within contemporary college students along with CSAOs’ comfort with mental health.
Additionally, this study will contribute to understanding how CSAOs construct meaning around
the term student of concern with particular student demographic populations, such as students
with disabilities. This study will add to the area of understanding regarding whether the term
student of concern is problematic when used in connection with students with disabilities.
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Chief Student Affairs Officers and Students of Concern
Concerning student behavior is not new within student affairs. However, the term student
of concern emerged as post-secondary institutions broadened their attention to campus safety,
threat assessment, and concerning behavior (Eells & Rockland-Miller, 2010; Higher Education
Mental Health Alliance Project, 2012). This attention is most often seen through the existence of
an administrative team tasked with responding to students of concern. As of 2009, approximately
four out of five post-secondary institutions had such an administrative team (Eells & RocklandMiller, 2010). Some institutions have more than one team (Higher Education Mental Health
Alliance Project, 2012). While the existence of such teams has become standard, the functioning,
cultures, and practices of these teams vary extensively (Eells & Rockland-Miller, 2010).
This variance is reflected in the names of these administrative teams. While some
institutions use the term “threat” in the teams’ title, this term may create a negative reaction
within the campus community (Eells & Rockland-Miller, 2010). Additionally, threat assessment
is a “well defined and researched process” (Eells & Rockland-Miller, 2010, p. 12). Unless teams
are, in fact, practicing threat assessment, this should not be reflected in the title (Eells &
Rockland-Miller, 2010; Higher Education Mental Health Alliance Project, 2012). Instead, titles
should reflect the mission and purpose of the team (Eells & Rockland-Miller, 2010), such as
Behavior Intervention Team, Students of Concern Committee, Assessment and Care Team, or
Student Behavior Consultation Team (Higher Education Mental Health Alliance Project, 2012).
The leadership of these teams is most often connected to the CSAO (Eells & RocklandMiller, 2010; Higher Education Mental Health Alliance Project, 2012). The Higher Education
Mental Health Alliance Project (2012) stated:
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senior student affairs administrators are particularly well positioned to lead these teams
since many of the functions and concerns involved typically reside in their areas of
oversight. Further, their leadership of the team should primarily demonstrate a student
support focus, which will help to build trust for this process in the campus community.
(p. 10)
The leadership of these teams needs to have seniority, authority, facilitation skills, and extensive
knowledge of administrative policies, procedures, and systems (Higher Education Mental Health
Alliance Project, 2012), which are characteristics presumed to exist within CSAOs (Dungy &
Ellis, 2011).
Membership of the assessment teams typically includes select representatives from
functional areas common within divisions of student affairs, including counseling center
directors, housing directors, and student conduct officers (Higher Education Mental Health
Alliance Project, 2012). Some institutions have elected to add disability resource center directors
to teams (Eells & Rockland-Miller, 2010). As many resources available on-campus for students
of concern frequently reside within divisions of student affairs, it is intuitive to have CSAOs
involved. However, this can present a challenge “in balancing the intensity of interventions with
necessary respect for student privacy and autonomy” (Higher Education Mental Health Alliance
Project, 2012, p. 4).
Threat Assessment
Hollingsworth et al. (2009) provided an overview of how student affairs staff members
might respond to students demonstrating concerning behavior beyond suicidal ideation. Through
the Assessment-Intervention of Student Problems (AISP) model, Hollingsworth et al. provided
an outline for determining how a distressed or disturbed student might be identified and how to
intervene with such students; with such intervention either occurring on-campus, through
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campus-based entities, or occurring off-campus with the student leaving the institution.
Hollingsworth et al. asserted key skills for student affairs staff members to have, to best respond
to distressed students, included: documentation, screening, referral, and case management.
Hollingsworth et al. asserted, however, that challenges continue to exist for student affairs staff
members to most appropriately respond to distressed students, due to not all staff members
having access to such interventions, staff having limited skills developed, and/or limited access
to develop necessary skills.
The existence of threat assessment teams, as mandated by legislation in some states (e.g.,
Virginia and Illinois), has provided an outlet for institutions of higher education to proactively
address concerning behavior while minimizing exposure to litigation, according to Penven and
Janosik (2012). Fear of litigation is one aspect of responding to concerning student behavior
which has informed student affairs staff members (Lake, 2011; Penven & Janosik, 2012). Prior
to 2008, institutions could remove students considered to be a threat to themselves (Penven &
Janosik, 2012). However, the amendments in 2008 to the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)
removed a prong of the act which spoke to threat. This impacted involuntary withdrawal policies
at institutions of higher education (Penven & Janosik, 2012). Since the ADA amendments in
2008, and in alignment with key court findings through cases brought by the Office of Civil
Rights (Penven & Janosik, 2012), post-secondary institutions have had to review and sometimes
alter policies which address student behavior construed as threatening to one’s self. This study
will contribute to literature regarding what influence the presence of threat has on CSAO
meaning-making regarding students of concern.
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Student Development
CSAOs come from various educational and professional backgrounds (Biddix, 2011,
2013; Harper, 2010), though the majority come with an educational background in higher
education (Sponsler & Wesaw, 2014). Common within higher education coursework is a focus
on student development theories, and these theories likely inform the work of CSAOs (Biddix,
2011). However, in relation to changing student demographics, Harper (2010) stated:
today’s students are not the students Chickering (1969) studied…nor are they the
populations that informed Kohlberg (1976)…contemporary college students still develop
competence, relationships, and purpose, and determine the values and principles that will
guide their lives, [but] they do so in ways uniquely their own. (p. 14)
Harper (2010) asserted much of student development theoretical work was completed
decades ago, and contemporary college students must be seen through a wider lens than what
theorists once advocated for. Harper included within this lens the construct of inclusion, along
with tenets of diversity, such as social class, gender, sexual orientation, disability, and
acculturation. Davis (2011) asserted familiarity with the nuances of the college experience for
contemporary students who demonstrate a broader range of unique behavior was best informed
by observation of and participation with current students and not through theory alone.
Familiarity and Comfort with Counseling Skills
Reynolds (2011) asserted student affairs professionals spend a substantial amount of time
responding to concerning student behavior, and that staff rely on para-professional counseling
skills to be most effective in their responses. Through her quantitative study, Reynolds found
skills identified as most helpful in responding to distressed students included listening,
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relationship building, educating, asking questions, and providing support. Reynolds asserted such
skills were frequently taught in graduate-level courses. Reynolds also found some skills
identified as most helpful were often not taught in graduate school, such as crisis intervention
and conflict resolution. Additionally, Reynolds found professional development, on-the-job
training opportunities, institutional resources, and comfort with assessment further impacted the
development of response-appropriate skills.
Reynolds (2011) did not, however, address how institutions could provide these learning
opportunities, nor did she address the role of campus culture or the influence of diversity upon
perception or response. Sponsler and Wesaw (2014) asserted once student affairs professionals
become CSAOs, they only spend about 13% of their work time interacting with students. Also,
of the 13% of time spent interacting with students, much of that time was connected to crisis
management (Sponsler & Wesaw, 2014). As CSAOs do not get to spend much time with
students, CSAOs’ familiarity with resources and process is essential when responding to students
of concern (Eells & Rockland-Miller, 2010; Higher Educational Mental Health Alliance Project,
2012), along with their understanding of differing developmental needs.
Wilson (2010) provided a succinct overview of counseling theories for student affairs
professionals, and described how student affairs professionals often find themselves being a
bridge between social/familial supports and formalized mental health support. Regardless of the
counseling theory a student affairs staff member ascribes to, Wilson urged student affairs
professionals to be mindful and infuse acceptance into their work. Wilson described mindfulness
as being “fully present in the moment” (p. 72), and included being both nonjudgmental and
accepting as salient to being mindful. Wilson’s mindfulness was tied to Harper’s (2010) view of
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contemporary students and needing to view current students through a broad lens informed by
diversity, inclusion, and social justice.
Commitment to Diversity and Inclusion
Glover-Graf et al. (2010) and Baechtold and De Sawal (2009) addressed the
marginalization of students demonstrating concerning behavior based on tenets of diversity.
Glover-Graf et al. asserted race of students demonstrating concerning behavior may influence
perceptions of the nature of identified concerns. Baechtold and De Sawal asserted gender may
also influence perceptions of the nature of concerning behavior. Both studies examined posttraumatic stress disorder in post-secondary students, and encouraged faculty and staff to factor in
tenets of diversity when responding to individuals demonstrating concerning behavior.
Pieterse, Carter, Evans, and Walter (2010) included the role of campus climate on the
marginalization of students demonstrating concerning behavior and asserted discrimination
based on diversity tenets increased distress and exacerbated students’ concerning behaviors in
challenging situations. Pieterse et al. recommended staff members factor in post-secondary
students’ experience with discrimination when developing a response to concerning behaviors.
One aspect missing from all three studies (Glover-Graf et al., 2010; Baechtold & De Sawal,
2009; Pieterse et al., 2010), was the restrictions put in place by institutional policies, state
mandates, and federal legislation student affairs staff members are obligated to follow –
regardless of tenets of diversity.
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Law and Policy
Lake (2011) provided an extensive review of law and policy specific to higher education
from a student affairs lens. Examples of areas Lake focused on included: safety, risk
management, wellness, civil rights, diversity, and student codes of conduct. Conduct codes, as
referenced by Lake (2011), Trela (2008), and Amada (1994), often set parameters from which
student affairs staff members are obligated to follow when responding to student behavior,
regardless of additional factors which may influence student behavior. One piece missing from
the literature reviewed regarded how student affairs staff members could proactively move
forward to infuse a broader, diversity-laden, social justice influenced lens regarding student
behavior into student codes of conduct. Davis (2011) stated the increase in students seeking postsecondary degrees who may demonstrate concerning behavior “has added not only vibrancy and
color to college campuses, but also an almost visible spirit of tolerance and acceptance that is
helping to prepare students for the globalization of work (and) politics” (p. 2), yet this is not
demonstrated in many student codes of conduct.
Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA). The Family Education Rights and
Privacy Act, commonly referred to as FERPA, details when and what kinds of information about
a student may be shared without the student’s permission (Nolan & Moncure, 2012). Of
particular note when discussing students of concern is the right provided by FERPA to allow
administrators to share information when a legitimate and educational need-to-know situation is
present; this is typically construed to include when a threat exists (Nolan & Moncure, 2012).
Though FERPA primarily relates to educational records, threat assessments are often not a part
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of educational records, which has, in part, contributed to confusion about what is considered an
educational record (Cornell, 2010; Nolan & Moncure, 2012).
Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA). The Health Insurance
Portability and Accountability Act, frequently referred to as HIPAA, “prohibits the disclosure of
personal health information by health plans, health care clearinghouses, and those health care
providers that conduct certain health care transactions electronically” (Nolan & Moncure, 2012,
p. 334). When responding to a student of concern, there is sometimes confusion about what
HIPAA does or does not cover (Nolan & Moncure, 2012). Student health records are typically
covered by FERPA, not HIPAA. Even when HIPAA is in effect, disclosure is allowed when an:
entity believes in good faith that disclosure is necessary to prevent or lessen a serious and
imminent threat to the health or safety of a person or the public, and such disclosure is
made to a person or persons reasonably able to prevent or lessen the threat, including the
target of the threat. (Nolan & Moncure, 2012, p. 335)
Confidentiality. Mental health professionals involved with students of concern have
privilege to maintain confidential information while CSAOs do not (Eells & Rockland-Miller,
2010). When CSAOs are drawn into responding to students of concern, they are often doing so
without direct knowledge of diagnosis or mental health status. As a result, there is a dance, so to
speak, that CSAOs engage in with mental health professionals and threat assessment teams, to
gather enough information to make an informed decision while not violating a student’s right to
confidentiality (Higher Education Mental Health Alliance Project, 2012). The ambiguity
presented by this confuses many outside of the mental health profession (Bishop, 2002; Sandeen
& Barr, 2006; Williams, 2005).
Literature demonstrated multiple potential influences upon making meaning regarding
students of concern. This study will add to literature regarding what factors CSAOs identify as
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influencing perceptions of and responses to students of concern. Additionally, this study will
contribute to literature regarding how federal and state legislation and mandates impact the
construct student of concern.
Theoretical Constructs
CSAOs must “function in the context of the globalization of higher education” (Moneta
& Jackson, 2011, p. 5), which requires thorough understanding of developmental and educational
needs of students, federal and state mandates, and the ability to “create environments that allow
students to gain experiences that will give them more confidence to navigate in a turbulent
economic environment that requires one to be even more flexible and adaptive” (Moneta &
Jackson, 2011, p. 6). In an effort to do this, CSAOs must be knowledgeable about various
theories and frameworks which influence student learning. How meaning is made in which
students sense they belong, how campus culture influences experiences, and how community is
developed (Hamrick et al., 2002) are all concepts that are influenced by theory and models.
Constructionist Perspective
A social constructionism lens allows meaning to be made through individual reality
(Crotty, 2009). Crotty (2009) stated, “We do not create meaning. We construct meaning. We
have something to work with. What we have to work with is the world and the objects of the
world.” (p. 44). Marion and Gonzales (2014) stated, “constructionism means simply that reality
is what we define it to be, how we interpret it, or bring meaning to it…Constructionsim is also
about how perceptions of reality are created by interacting, interdependent people” (p. 3). Kahu
(2013) asserted a constructivist approach within higher education allowed students to be seen
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holistically, while also valuing students’ own experiences within campus communities and their
associated campus cultures.
Crotty (2009) asserted within constructionism “there is no objective truth waiting for us
to discover it. Truth, or meaning, comes into existence in and out of our engagement with the
realities in our world” (p. 8). Crotty also asserted there are differences between constructionism
and constructivism, as constructivism focuses on “the meaning-making activity of the individual
mind” (p. 58) and constructionism focuses on “the collective generation [and transmission] of
meaning” (p. 58). According to Crotty, constructivism negates the need for criticality while
constructionism acknowledges culture and fosters a “critical spirit” (p. 58).
Yin (2011), known for his work with case studies, referred to constructionism instead of
constructivism as a component in a researcher’s framing of a participant’s experiences within the
participant’s culture. Creswell (2007) used the terms constructionism and constructivism
interchangeably when describing theoretical perspectives within qualitative research.
Additionally, Creswell referenced these terms with research using case studies as well as
research using grounded theory. Charmaz (2014), known for her work with grounded theory,
used the term constructivism instead of constructionism. Charmaz defined constructivism as:
a social scientific perspective [which] addresses how realities are made. This perspective
brings subjectivity into view and assumes that people, including researchers, construct
the realities in which they participate. Constructivist inquiry starts with the experience
and asks how members construct it. To the best of their ability, constructivists enter the
phenomenon, gain multiple views of it, and locate it in its web of connections and
constraints. Constructivists acknowledge that their interpretation of the studied
phenomenon is itself a construction. (p. 342)
This study will add understanding to the construct student of concern through deconstructing
how CSAOs make meaning regarding students of concern.
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Organizational Theory
Organizational theory looks at structure within social organizations, such as institutions
of higher education, and examines their relationships within the environment in which they
function. Multiple perspectives abound within organizational theory, with varied constructs
salient within higher education. Organizational culture, sense-making, community building, and
decision-making are constructs of particular note.
Organizational culture. Bolman and Deal (2008) asserted the construct of organizational
culture is divisive. According to Bolman and Deal, “some argue that organizations have culture;
others insist that organizations are culture” (p. 269). They took this one step further and
questioned whether leaders shaped culture or culture shaped leaders. Bolman and Deal stated
effective leaders can foster a positive organizational culture through understanding the
importance of key components of culture, such as beliefs, values, and customs.
Weick (2001) disagreed with Bolman and Deal (2008) regarding leaders’ ability to create
culture. Weick stated:
the notion that control is differentially distributed tends to be associated with the view
that organizations have cultures that can be changed from the top down. Cultures are not
that easy to change, nor are they the exclusive property of those at the top. (p. 78)
Weick went on to describe how “making meaning is an issue of culture” (p. 340) and how the
ability to make meaning provides reliability, as well as the ability for decisions to be made in
both a centralized and decentralized fashion.
Ellis (2011) espoused a similar perspective as Bolman and Deal (2008) regarding
CSAOs’ ability to bring about change. Ellis described how new CSAOs must accurately assess
the culture of their institution in order to identify successful strategies for unique situations, and
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asserts that such an assessment must consider “heroes, values, rites, and rituals” (p. 110).
Heffernan (2011) furthered Ellis’ assertion regarding the value of culture, and discussed how
successful CSAOs align and “fit with the institution and its culture” (p. 119).
Tierney (2008) stated “an organization’s culture is reflected in what is done, how it is
done, and who is involved in doing it. It concerns decisions, actions, and communication on both
an instrumental and a symbolic level” (p. 24). Tierney also noted administrators often did not
recognize organizational culture until “they have transgressed its bounds and severe conflicts or
adverse relationships ensue. As a result, [administrators] frequently find [themselves] dealing
with organizational culture in an atmosphere of crisis management, instead of reasoned reflection
and consensual change” (p. 25). Tierney encouraged higher education administrators to identify
and define their institutional culture proactively, in order to address possible conflict and to
effectively manage change. This study will add understanding regarding the influence of campus
community upon the construct student of concern.
Sense-making. As meaning-making is essential within a constructionist perspective,
sense-making is essential within organizational constructs (Weick, 2001). Weick (2001) asserted
sense-making exists primarily within a social context, as it calls for social construction to occur,
allows for ambiguity and plausibility, and is a retrospective process. Weick expounded upon
sense-making in crisis situations, which may be when students of concerns are encountered, and
stated:
to sort out a crisis as it unfolds often requires action which simultaneously generates the
raw material that is used for sense-making and affects the unfolding crisis itself. There is
a delicate tradeoff between dangerous action which produces understanding and safe
inaction which produces confusion. (p. 224)
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Marion and Gonzales (2014) addressed sense-making when speaking of decision-making.
Marion and Gonzales asserted sense-making helped “redefine what decision-making is all about;
it will help us lead and manage differently” (p. 216). Marion and Gonzales went on to state
sense-making is “shaped by our experiences, biases, preferences, common beliefs, and norms”
(p. 216).
Community building. Community building has “a positive influence on how well
students understand themselves and relate to others” (Hamrick et al., 2002). Boyer (1990)
asserted community building, focused on the quality of experiences students have, positively
influenced communities of learning. Boyer proposed six principles which he believed should
frame day-to-day decision-making within institutions of higher education. These six principles
included communities that were “purposeful… open… just… disciplined… caring… and
celebrative” (pp. 7-8). These principles have been shaped into student/family pledges, campus
compacts, and codes of conduct (McDonald & Associates, 2002). Additionally, according to
Boyer, these six principles “provide common purposes to give meaning to [higher education]”
(p. 64) in light of the depth and breadth of diversity and division that now exist with
contemporary post-secondary students.
Bogue (2002) described community in higher education as a “venture in human learning
and association, where moral meaning – concepts of justice and fairness, of human goodness and
depravity, of rights and responsibility – may be factored from moments that can be both
elevating and wrenching to the human spirit” (pp. 6-7). Bogue went on to state learning
communities must have an “agenda of common caring” (p. 7); they must seek to develop a
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community of care. This commitment to care embraces trust, excellence, integrity, policies and
procedures, and shared purpose (Bogue, 2002).
Rhatigan (2013) spoke of the concept of care within a campus community as a focus
which supports “both intellectual and personal growth” (p. 206). Rhatigan provided an overview
of the ethic of care within higher education. Rhatigan demonstrated the infusion of care within
the concept of in loco parentis, the development of post-secondary institutions for
underrepresented student populations, and, since the 1960s, became salient to the success of
student affairs professionals. Rhatigan asserted an ethic of care demonstrated a “commitment to
the well-being of students” (p. 211), and while “old-fashioned” (p. 211), caring serves as the
foundation of “student affairs, the larger culture of higher education, and the American nation”
(p. 211).
Decision-making. Tierney (2008) spoke of decision-making within higher education
through the realm of understanding the “relationship of culture, ideology, and knowledge…to
gain a fuller version of the constructed realities of the participants” (p. 62). Participants in this
context include students, faculty, and staff (Tierney, 2008). Tierney encouraged administrators
to identify “a schema of socialization that allows for creativity and difference to flourish rather
than one that asks its members to become incorporated into a unitary mind-set…be mindful of
alternative conceptions of culture and socialization” (p. 98).
The suggestion of incorporating and accepting alternative conceptions to inform decisionmaking also existed within research regarding the inclusion of students with disabilities and
students with mental health diagnoses, particularly in light of trying to reduce the stigma related
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to accessing related resources (American Psychological Association, 2013; MacLeod et al.,
2013; Mowbray et al., 2006). Tierney (2008) stated:
as decision-making contexts grow more obscure, costs increase, and resources become
more difficult to allocate, leaders in higher education can benefit from understanding
their institutions as culture entities. As before, these leaders continue to make difficult
decisions… tough decisions may contribute to an institution’s sense of purpose and
identity. (p. 26)
To gain an understanding of decision-making within organizational culture, literature
provides a variety of perspectives and models. Tierney (2008) used vignettes and scenarios
embracing different philosophical perspectives to exemplify decision-making within different
types of academic institutions. Manning (2013) used stories to demonstrate perspectives as well,
but provided rich descriptions including bureaucratic decision-making, collegium decisionmaking, perspectives on political decision-making, and the garbage can model of decisionmaking, as did Marion and Gonzales (2014).
Bureaucratic decision-making, as described by Manning (2013), has similarities with
rational planning, as described by Marion and Gonzales (2014). Both of these processes typically
included: (a) the identification of problems requiring actions and decisions; (b) analyzing the
problem from multiple aspects; (c) taking time to identify multiple possible solutions; (d)
identify the strengths and challenges of each possible solution; (e) selecting the best solution
after thorough analysis; and (f) putting the decision into effect (Manning, 2013; Marion &
Gonzales, 2014). The “garbage can” model, described by Manning as well as Marion and
Gonzales, included “fluid participants, choice opportunities, problems, and solutions” (Marion &
Gonzales, 2014, p. 215) and allowed administrators to make decisions as they rise to the top.
Marion and Gonzales referred to the “garbage can” model, as such, based on the construct of
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organizations as garbage cans where decision makers “reach into our garbage can” (Marion &
Gonzales, 2014, p. 215) and grab whatever available option exists versus identifying what
options would suit the situation best.
Political decision-making, as described by Manning (2013), diverged from rational
planning in that “rationality is not assumed” (Manning, 2013, p. 74). Manning described political
decision-making through a set of questions which included: “Why is a decision being made?
...Who should make the decision?... How do [administrators] gain the advice of others?...[and]
Which solutions are realistically available?” (Manning, 2013, pp. 74-75). Closed system
decision-making diverged from the political perspective and allowed administrators to assume
“all relevant variables in a problem can be discovered and controlled” (Marion & Gonzales,
2014, p. 17).
Regardless of the way in which decisions are made, aspects of organizational theory
influence the process (Manning, 2013; Marion & Gonzales, 2014; Tierney, 2008; Weick, 2001).
This study will add understanding to literature surrounding how CSAOs make decisions
regarding students of concern. Chapter 3 will provide more information regarding theoretical
constructs and the role they play in the design of this study.
Student Affairs Models of Practice
Models of student affairs practice provide a format to align “goals with form and
function” (Manning et al., 2014, p. 3) through intentionally identifying objectives and specific
ways to achieve such objectives. Manning et al. (2014) asserted models were used for a myriad
of reasons, including: (a) providing understanding within student affairs divisions; (b)
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contextualizing student affairs within institutions of higher education; (c) strengthening the
impact of functions provided within student affairs; (d) informing collaborations across campus;
(e) providing meaning for change; (f) informing planning and assessment; and, (g) shaping
meaning for student affairs professionals. CSAOs may select models in an effort to positively
impact aspects such as retention, persistence, and engagement (Hamrick et al., 2002; Manning et
al., 2014). While models are described in specific forms, they are typically used in a hybrid
format (Manning et al., 2014) and are often influenced by size and type of institution (Dungy &
Ellis, 2011; Hamrick et al., 2002; Manning et al., 2014). This study will build upon literature
regarding the intersection of student affairs models of practice on concerning student behavior.
Traditional models. Manning et al. (2014) described three categories of traditional
models of student affairs practice. These categories included Out-of-Classroom-Centered,
Administrative-Centered, and Learning-Centered. Within the Out-of-Classroom-Centered
category existed the Extra-Curricular Model and the Co-Curricular Model. Within the
Administrative-Centered category existed the Functional Silos model and the Student Services
Model. Within the Learning-Centered category existed the Competitive and Adversarial Model
and the Seamless Learning Model.
Activities outside of the classroom were not “simply ways to entertain students but a
means to develop their social competence and identity development” (Manning et al., 2014, p.
60). Salient features of the Extra-Curricular model included a focus on student leadership
development, departments practicing independently, which may conflict with academic mission,
and organizational structures and cultures which separate student affairs from academic affairs
(Manning et al., 2014). Salient features of the Co-Curricular model included a shift to
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complementary but still separate missions, a focus on assessment efforts and student learning,
and a focus on a vibrant campus student life (Manning et al., 2014).
A focus on balancing specialization with generalization and integration, balancing public
needs with personal student needs, and balancing centralized versus decentralized functions exist
within Administrative-Centered models (Manning et al., 2014). Salient features of the Functional
Area Model included space and resources informing autonomy; separate functioning of
supervision, professional development, and programmatic goals; and competition for resources,
including students (Manning et al., 2014). Salient features of the Student Services Model
included student usage as needed versus daily interactions, the use of a “one-stop-shop”
approach, and recognition for services provided versus student relationships (Manning et al.,
2014).
As the term implies, Learning-Centered models focused on student learning (Kuh et al.,
2010). Salient to the Competitive and Adversarial Model was the aspect of direct competition
between student affairs and academic affairs for student learning activities, as exemplified by
organizational structure, staff development, and the location in which learning occurs (Manning
et al., 2014). Salient to the Seamless Learning Model was the belief student learning can occur
anywhere, at any time, which is exemplified by a shift to shared missions, collaborations, and
diminished boundaries (Manning et al., 2014).
Innovative models. Manning et al., (2014) described two categories of innovative models
of student affairs practice: Student-Centered and Academic-Centered. The category of StudentCentered models included the Ethic of Care Model, the Student-Driven Model, and the Student
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Agency Model. The category of Academic-Centered models included the Academic-Student
Affairs Collaboration Model and the Academic-Driven Model.
Student-Centered models focused on students as a “whole person” (Manning et al., 2014,
p. 132) as a way to promote student learning and student success. The understanding that not all
students were equally prepared to engage in their post-secondary education is key to the Ethic of
Care Model (Manning et al., 2014) and Schlossberg’s (1989) reflection of marginalization and
mattering. Salient to the Student-Driven Model was the “trust in students’ ability to manage
college functions, understanding of the college environment to teach student leadership, and
belief in empowered students” (Manning et al., 2014, p. 137). Key to the Student Agency Model
was support for student initiative, helping students understand their rights and responsibilities,
and students’ role as educator (Manning et al., 2014).
As the term would imply, Academic-Centered models were academically driven and
focused on collaboration (Manning et al., 2014). Key to the Academic-Student Affairs
Collaboration Model was a focus on student affairs partnering with academic affairs
programmatically and organizationally (Manning et al., 2014). Essential to the Academic-Driven
Model were the principles of liberal arts education and divisions of student affairs focusing on
student learning and educational enrichment (Manning et al., 2014).
Interwoven and intersecting within models of student affairs practice were multiple
theoretical constructs including student development, identity development, career development,
cognitive structure, moral development, faith development, and learning styles (Hamrick et al.,
2002). Additionally, campus culture and type of institution (Dungy & Ellis, 2011) might intersect
with models of student affairs practice (Hamrick et al., 2002).
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There are implied expectations about student behavior within each model. How do
students of concern fit into these models, or not? How do CSAOs foster campus communities
and staff expectations within these models that do not marginalize students who demonstrate
unique behavior?
Models of disability. Just as student affairs models of practice have changed over time
and have been influenced by research, models of disability have as well. Disability has been
framed through such constructs as religion, morality, public welfare, medical, and social justice.
While religious and moral frameworks are prevalent outside of Western society, the medical
model of disability is prevalent in Western society, though the social model is gaining favor
(Gabel, 2010). The welfare model focuses on needs instead of rights, and reinforces that people
with disabilities are less than people without disabilities (Loewen & Pollard, 2010). The medical
model of disability identifies individuals with disabilities as having an impairment or deficit,
which can be corrected or remediated through medical means or accommodations, and places the
responsibility of disability on the individual (Loewen & Pollard, 2010). The social model of
disability places the responsibility of disability on society, and construes disability as neutral or
positive, with the impact of disability being reduced through design and inclusion (Loewen &
Pollard, 2010).
Strauss and Sales (2010) stated, “institutions of higher education are not only catalysts for
social change, but also serve as engines of economic development, and are at the vanguard of
inquiry and generation of knowledge” (p. 80). In light of a growing demand to include students
with disabilities within post-secondary institutions, Strauss and Sales stated students with
disabilities are “often considered the poorest, least employed, least educated minority population
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in the United States” (p. 80). Strauss and Sales encouraged staff within institutions of higher
education to ask themselves how they could provide better (more inclusive) learning
environments for students with disabilities which would increase their academic success.
Strauss and Sales (2010) did not assert academic standards should become lower for
individuals with disabilities; rather, they suggested barrier reduction for individuals with
disabilities, such as those who demonstrate concerning behavior. Anastasiou and Kauffman
(2011), made a similar argument. Anastasiou and Kauffman, like Strauss and Sales, embrace a
social model perspective. However, Anastasiou and Kauffman argued social constructionists
have taken the social model of disability too far. Anastasiou and Kauffman stated “social
constructionists give unconditional support to inclusion regardless of an individual’s
instructional needs, and avoid dealing with practical issues” (p. 380). While they were speaking
about special education, which is not a component of post-secondary education, Anastasiou and
Kauffman touched upon a salient component when responding to students of concern, which
stated “a disability context cannot be equated with socially oppressive structures” (p. 377). As
these studies have highlighted, the prevalent disability model may influence how students with
disabilities who demonstrate concerning behavior are perceived, included, and responded to.
Summary
Literature established an increasing number of students come into post-secondary settings
with a variety of mental health diagnoses and invisible disabilities. These students, along with
many other student populations, may evidence concerning behavior while seeking their postsecondary education. Existing literature demonstrated CSAOs may not be prepared to respond to
the growing number of students demonstrating concerning behavior. Additionally, literature
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demonstrated while CSAOs may be knowledgeable about historically prevalent aspects of
student mental health, such as suicidal behavior or ideation, contemporary CSAOs may not be
adequately informed about growing areas of mental health diagnoses, such as Autism Spectrum
Disorders and traumatic brain injuries. CSAOs need such information in order to develop
accurate perceptions of students demonstrating concerning behavior and to sufficiently identify
proactive, progressive responses to such students.
Existing literature described various aspects of concerning student behavior. However, a
gap emerged within literature regarding how to respond to concerning behaviors in a socially just
way, including being responsive to diversity of students. Additionally, a gap emerged regarding
how CSAOs can be most responsive to concerning behavior within specific campus
communities, in a way that balances grace and caring with policies and procedures.
This study sought to address the gaps identified within the literature review. I sought
understanding of CSAOs’ decision-making process regarding students of concern by
investigating the following through a qualitative case study: (a) terminology used by CSAOs to
describe students of concern; (b) what CSAOs identify as influencing their perceptions of and
responses to students of concern; (c) organizational structures within cases; (d) how CSAOs
describe legislation, mandates, and compliance expectations as intersecting with students of
concern; and (e) models of practice. Chapter 3 provides the methodology used in this study,
including data collection and analysis. Chapter 4 describes the data collected. Chapter 5 provides
a discussion of the data and potential future research.

CHAPTER 3
METHODS
Completing a study from a distance may feel similar...to what a student of concern experiences
trying to find their way within a campus community… (Tucker, analytical memo)
Chief Student Affairs Officers (CSAOs) face an “increasingly complex and politically
nuanced” (Kruger, 2014, p. vii) world in which to work, including an increased presence of
students demonstrating concerning behavior. As such, the problem this study focused on was the
ambiguous nature of the student of concern construct. The purpose of this qualitative case study
was to explore how CSAOs made meaning in perceiving and responding to students of concern
within large, residential, post-secondary institutions. A constructionist perspective informed the
study, as did organizational theory and models of student affairs practice. This chapter outlines
the methods used to complete this study.
Research Questions
Two research questions guided this study:
1. How do CSAOs describe their work with students of concern?
2. How do CSAOs describe factors which influence their perception of and
responses to students of concern?
Qualitative methods suited examining these types of questions, as the questions were exploratory
in nature and sought to provide understanding of the context in which CSAOs addressed the
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problem situated within the study (Creswell, 2007). Creswell (2007) stated, “we conduct
qualitative research because we want to understand the context or settings in which participants
in a study address a problem or issue” (p. 40). Creswell also stated, “interactions among
people… are difficult to capture with existing measures, and these measures may not be sensitive
to issues such as… individual differences” (p. 40). The use of qualitative methods in this study
allowed the researcher to examine individual differences amongst CSAOs perceptions of and
responses to students of concern, as well as the campus community in which the CSAOs worked
and in which students of concern functioned.
Case study methodology matched well with this study for a variety of reasons. Yin
(2014) asserted case studies allow researchers to seek understanding of “complex social
phenomenon” (p. 4) while retaining a “real-world perspective” (p. 4). Additionally, Yin stated
case studies were not solely reliant on “ethnographic or participant-observer data” (p. 21). This is
salient, as observing CSAOs’ actual response to students of concern would prove challenging.
Yin suggested “how” questions, such as the two research questions which guided this study,
were appropriate for case study research. Lastly, Lincoln and Guba (1985) stated case studies
were “a powerful means” (p. 120) for helping people build understanding. As Chapter 2
established, there is a need for understanding how students of concern are perceived and
responded to within campus communities.
Methodology
A constructionist perspective framed the study, including salient intersections occurring
with organizational theory and student affairs models of practice. The use of a constructionist
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paradigm allowed meaning to be made through seeking an understanding of how CSAOs frame
students of concern within campus communities, as well as from individual experiences.
Organizational theory allowed concepts such as values, community, culture, sense-making, and
decision-making to be illuminated within CSAOs’ meaning making. The use of student affairs
models of practice framed concepts such as student engagement, persistence, retention, and
success within the CSAOs’ division of student affairs and within the employing institution.
Constructionist Perspective
A constructionist perspective informed this study, in so much as “meaning is not
discovered but constructed” (Crotty, 2009, p. 42). Constructionism brings together objectivity
and subjectivity (Crotty, 2009), necessary in light of the ambiguity of perceiving and responding
to students of concern within unique campus communities. Constructivism “points up the unique
experience of each of us” (Crotty, 2009, p. 58), whereas constructionism “emphasizes the hold
our culture has on us” (Crotty, 2009, p. 58). Constructionism, as a framework allowing meaning
to be made, is not intuitively critical. As such, to infuse a constructionist perspective, one must
be reflective and critical (Crotty, 2009).
Through constructionism, there must be a balance of criticality through analysis and
providing the freedom to allow individuality within constructing meaning. The use of a
constructionist lens provided a framework in which to examine relationships between the CSAOs
and the institutions in which they work. Additionally, such a lens allowed for exploration of the
concepts and values that influence CSAOs and/or their campus communities, and which
provided meaning for institutions (Creswell, 2007).
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As the terms constructionism and constructivism are consistently referenced with
qualitative research methods and case study methodology, the use of both terms occurred within
this study. Constructionism, in this study, related to the issues of campus community,
environment, and culture. Constructivism, in this study, related to the individual meaningmaking of participating CSAOs.
Research Design
I employed a qualitative case study methodology, inclusive of the experiences of four
CSAOs, in this study to seek understanding of how CSAOs made meaning in perceiving and
responding to students of concern within large, residential, post-secondary institutions. Use of a
qualitative case study design allowed for exploration of the phenomenon “within its real-world
context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context may not be clearly
evident” (Yin, 2014, p. 16). The unique campus community within which each participant
(CSAO) worked served as the real-world context for this study.
Research Procedures
I received approval for this study from the Institutional Review Board at Northern Illinois
University for the use of human subjects in research (Appendix I). The establishing of the case
occurred through the selection of four CSAOs employed at large, public institutions of higher
education. Each participant had five or more years of experience at the CSAO level. Large, for
this study, was defined by the Carnegie Classification system as an institution with an
undergraduate enrollment of 10,000 or more (http://classifications.carnegiefoundation.org/
descriptions/size_setting.php).
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I used Creswell’s (2007) two-step procedure for data analysis in this study. Analysis
started “within-case” (Creswell, p. 75), where salient aspects from each participant were noted
and themes were identified which emerged from those aspects. Analysis then moved into “crosscase analysis” (Creswell, p. 75) which entailed a “thematic analysis” (p. 75) across the case
followed by “assertions or an interpretation of the meaning of the cases(s)” (p. 75). This two-step
analysis contributed to analytical substance (Yin, 2014), through use of depth and breadth of data
to allow for criticality to occur.
Case Selection
I initially identified contextual factors impacting the understanding of the problem to help
inform the selection of participants to establish the case. Yin (2014) urged researchers to
establish criteria, which ensure comparisons can occur and contribute toward the construct of
replication. Krefting (1991) associated replication with the construct of repeatability, stating,
“inherent in the goal of reliability is the value of repeatability” (p. 216). Lincoln and Guba
(1985) reframed repeatability with the notions of transferability and applicability. Lincoln and
Guba asserted researchers who provide in-depth descriptive data sufficient enough for
comparisons to occur address applicability, and researchers whose findings can fit into contexts
outside of those studies address aspects of transferability. Researchers who address applicability
and transferability also increase trustworthiness of their results (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
As such, selection criteria for this study included participants: (a) currently serving as a
CSAO; (b) having five or more years of experience at the CSAO level; (c) working at a large,
public university with a residential component; (d) 25% of first-time/full-time students living oncampus; (e) mental health and disability related resources and services existing on-campus; and,
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(f) a student threat assessment and/or behavior intervention team existing within the division of
student affairs. These criteria represented examples of what is typically (Creswell, 2007)
expected to exist within a large, public university and that a CSAO at a large, public university
would typically have experience with (Dungy & Ellis, 2011). Looking at CSAOs with 5 or more
years of experience addressed CSAOs having time to become enculturated within her or his
campus community.
Purposeful Sampling
The use of purposeful sampling in qualitative research allows the researcher to select
individuals which “purposefully inform an understanding of the research problem and central
phenomenon” being studied (Creswell, 2007). For this study, sampling occurred through a
purposeful strategy, allowing for “triangulation, flexibility, [and meeting] multiple interests and
needs” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 28). I identified potential participants from various online
data resources, including the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS), the
common data set initiative, and the Carnegie Classification System.
I contacted each participant via email through an introductory letter that outlined the
purpose of the study and included a request for their participation (Appendix A). The invitation
letter explained the research procedures and protections for the participants. Potential
participants were encouraged to contact me with any questions. Potential participants were also
encouraged to provide an alternate participant of interest, should they be unable or unwilling to
participate, or should they know of a participant who would add variation to the study. Seven
potential participants were initially contacted. Of those seven, three participants confirmed their
interest and ability to participate shortly after receiving the introductory letter.
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One week after I sent the initial request for participation, I sent an email inquiry reminder
(Appendix B) to participants I had not received an answer from. A fourth participant confirmed
interest and ability to participate after receiving the reminder. All participants received a
confirmation email (Appendix C) and a consent form (Appendix D) after they confirmed their
desire to participate. Each participant electronically submitted their consent form to participate
and to have interviews recorded.
Data Collection
I collected data through individual, semi-structured interviews, use of a case scenario,
and document analysis. Toward ethical consideration for the participants, the researcher gained
informed consent prior to each interview and used pseudonyms for each participant.
Additionally, I gave each participating institution a pseudonym and described each institution in
general terms regarding location and enrollment.
Unit of analysis. The experience of each participant served as the unit of analysis for this
study. As stated earlier, analysis occurred within-case (Creswell, 2007; Yin, 2014), and crosscase (Creswell, 2007; Yin, 2014). Within-case analysis provided a “detailed description [of each
participant] and themes from within each case” (Creswell, 2007, p. 75) and cross-case analysis
presented “thematic analysis” (Creswell, 2007, p. 75) across the case.
Interviews. Participants completed two interviews over the phone, each scheduled for 60
minutes. Though scheduled for 60 minutes, the initial interviews ranged from 40 minutes to 90
minutes. The second round of interviews, also scheduled for 60 minutes, ranged from 30 minutes
to 60 minutes. I completed related follow-up with participants via email. I employed a semistructured interview (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007) process, allowing for comparable data (Bogdan &
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Biklen, 2007) across participants to be gathered and for triangulation (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) to
occur. An interview guide (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007) shaped each interview (Appendices E and
G). Each interview guide contained a small number of open-ended questions.
The interview process was unstructured enough to allow participants to provide in-depth
responses (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), though interview guides provided direction. Literature
reviewed in Chapter 2 informed the interview questions. I pilot-tested (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007;
Creswell, 2007) the interview questions by interviewing a non-participating CSAO prior to use
within the study. Pilot-testing and peer debriefing contributed to dependability, which Lincoln
and Guba (1985) asserted strengthens credibility and trustworthiness of emerging data. Based on
the pilot-testing, I adjusted some interview guide questions.
I transcribed interviews verbatim shortly after the completion of each interview, typically
within 48 hours. I offered participants the opportunity to review the transcripts and provide
additional commentary. I also offered participants the opportunity to review her or his individual
and institutional descriptions used to present each CSAO within establishing the case. The use of
member checking contributed to rigor and validity, by allowing the participants an opportunity to
review and/or clarify information, and to affirm or challenge interpretations (Creswell, 2007).
Case scenario. Also informing the study were responses provided by the participants to
one sample “case study” (Krefting, 1991, p. 218) regarding students of concern (Appendix F). I
referred to the case study as a case scenario to distinguish it from the use of the case study
methodological approach utilized in this study. I provided the case scenario to participants
electronically, following the initial phone interview. Participants provided responses to the case
scenario electronically and verbally, both of which informed the second interview, by allowing
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the researcher to ask specific questions in follow-up to the responses provided (Yin, 2014).
Additionally, collected responses yielded “invaluable data about things not directly observable”
(Yin, 2011, p. 147).
Document analysis. Documentation gathered included materials available from the
institutional websites of each participating CSAO, as well as materials provided by participants.
Artifacts collected included: (a) organizational charts for the division of student affairs and for
each institution; (b) titles used for functional areas and student affairs staff; (c) inclusion
statements and evidence of philosophies/models embraced; (d) a list of available programming
and resources for students of concern; (e) student codes of conduct; and (f) policies and
procedures related to students of concern. Attention was paid to how these documents reflected
campus culture. Gathering such artifacts and employing such observations provided insight into
meaningful aspects to the participants and/or the institutions at which they worked (Yin, 2011),
and reflected salient aspects of campus culture through artifacts, values, and assumptions (Kuh &
Whitt, 1998).
Each participating CSAO provided a copy of her or his curriculum vitae, allowing for
another category of comparison to add depth to descriptions (Yin, 2014), and contributed to
assessment of transferability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I sent a thank-you letter (Appendix H) to
each participant after they completed their participation. I offered, again, within the thank-you
letter, for the participant to review the findings and provide feedback.
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Data Analysis
The use of a qualitative case study methodology for this exploratory study allowed for
meaning-making to occur throughout the process of data collection and analysis. Categories
emerged as the data were collected and analyzed, which contributed to this meaning-making. I
debriefed data with a small doctoral support group, a non-participating CSAO, and a former
CSAO, to strengthen reflective analysis and enhance dependability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
First-cycle coding (Saldaña, 2009) included values coding, to capture values, attitudes, and
beliefs of participants and to “explore cultural values…experiences and actions” (Saldaña, 2009,
p. 90). Additionally, I used open coding to allow reflection on the “contents and nuances”
(Saldaña, 2009, p. 81) of the data. The collection of thick, descriptive data assisted in
investigating what was taken for granted within the campus community (Bogdan & Biklen,
2007) and contributed to “judgments of transferability” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 359).
Reflective and Analytical Memos
Memo writing occurred throughout the data collection process and aided in analysis once
I completed data collection. Such memos allowed reflection to occur on the progression of the
study, as well as capture emerging patterns, categories, and themes (Saldaña, 2009). Memoing
also allowed me to “become aware of biases and preconceived assumptions” (Krefting, 1991, p.
218). Through this awareness, I made changes in approaching the study, to increase credibility
and trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). For example, after noting a pattern of confusion
within my memos regarding participant response to a particular interview question, I reworded
the question in effort to reduce confusion.
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Saldaña (2009) recommended memos contain reflections on multiple aspects, such as: (a)
how the researcher related to the participants and/or phenomenon; (b) research questions; (c)
code choices and definitions; (d) potential networks amongst emerging categories; (e) emerging
or existing theory; (f) problems with the study; (g) personal/ethical dilemmas; and/or (h) next
steps. I wrote reflective memos shortly after each interview, in an effort to capture thoughts and
insights regarding the process and participants. I wrote analytical memos as I analyzed data, in
effort to capture emerging words, themes, questions, and concerns. Due to the candid nature in
which I wrote the memos, I did not include them as appendices. However, I used quotes from my
analytical memos to introduce each chapter and I included examples from my reflective memos
in Chapter 5.
Cross-Case Analysis
The use of cross-case analysis allowed for profiling of each participant to capture
similarities and differences, and contributed toward more robust findings. Word tables were
created which displayed data from each participant in “uniform categories” (Yin, 2014, p. 165).
These broad categories proved particularly useful in analyzing the construct of student of
concern, as literature reflected a variety of terms used to address these students. Potential
categories for use in the word tables were identified during the data collection process through
memoing. Categories identified reflected key aspects at the institutional level as well as within
the role of the CSAO. The identification of categories contributed to coding.
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Trustworthiness
Case study methodology, as well as any qualitative study, must be trustworthy. To build
trustworthiness, qualitative research must be transparent, methodical, and draw conclusions from
data (Yin, 2011). Transparency is demonstrated by describing and documenting procedures and
allowing others to scrutinize work (Yin, 2011). Being methodical in qualitative research means
following a research process while inviting “adequate room for discovery and allowance for
unanticipated events” (Yin, 2011, p. 19). Adhering to the data for drawing conclusions includes
seeking consistency and dependability with the study. I addressed this through triangulation of
the data with the use of multiple sources of data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Yin, 2011). Also
essential for trustworthiness are the constructs of truth value, applicability, consistency, and
neutrality (Krefting, 1991; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Lincoln and Guba (1985) tied the term truth value to credibility. Krefting (1991)
described credibility as the provision of “such accurate descriptions or interpretation of human
experience that people who also share that experience would immediately recognize the
descriptions” (p. 216). The use of reflexivity, triangulation, member checking, and a semistructured interview process contributes to credibility (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
The concept of transferability addresses applicability (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Krefting
(1991) argued transferability, in large part, is the responsibility of the person wanting to “transfer
the findings” (p. 216). However, in this study, I sought transferability through providing thick
descriptions, which also lends to credibility, and through using a select number of consistent
categories within the word tables and in coding.
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Dependability relates to the construct of consistency (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Identifying and acknowledging variability assists researchers in achieving consistency. In this
study, I sought consistency through pilot-testing, thick descriptions, triangulation, and member
checking.
Lincoln and Guba (1985) addressed neutrality through the concept of confirmability.
Krefting (1991) described confirmability as shifting focus, so “rather than looking at the
neutrality of the investigator, the neutrality of the data was considered” (p. 217). Confirmability
in this study was sought through triangulation and researcher reflexivity.
Organizational Theory
Through coding, word tables, and memoing, analysis of aspects of organizational culture,
such as values, assumptions, history, tradition, context, language, and symbols (Manning, 2013)
occurred. I gained understanding regarding the influence of these factors on the construct student
of concern. I looked at whether alignment (or not) existed between what the study participants
expressed and what was present online. I sought understanding of whether organizational
traditions, history, and/or context impacted meaning-making. Additionally, analysis of language
played a substantial role in deconstructing the term student of concern.
Weick’s (1995) view of sense-making informed data analysis. I analyzed the intersection
of social context (through campus community) with participants’ construction of meaning
through data coding and word tables to identify whether the campus community influenced
perceptions and responses to students of concern. I analyzed the participants’ personal identity as
a CSAO and their personal and professional experiences to identify whether they influenced
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meaning-making. Additionally, I used retrospect of experiences provided by participants to aid in
deconstructing the term student of concern.
I analyzed decision-making, as demonstrated through responses to the student of concern
case scenario, to identify what role, if any, power, external influences, and politics (Weick, 2001)
had in influencing meaning-making regarding students of concern. This analysis primarily
occurred through memoing. Additionally, through analysis of organizational design, I gained
understanding of how CSAOs make decisions regarding students of concern within their
divisions.
Student Affairs Models of Practice
Organizational design reflected student affairs models of practice. I analyzed the models
through the use of coding, word tables, and memoing, as I did to analyze components of
organizational theory. I sought understanding of whether organizational structures, terms used,
and/or size of division impacted meaning making. I also looked at the prominence of resources
for student of concern. Through cross-case analysis, I examined the existing models of practice
at each participant’s institution to determine what, if any, organizational influences impacted
students of concern.
I addressed the idea of sense-making (Weick, 2001) within the student affairs models of
practice through reviewing and analyzing what types of departments existed within each
participant’s division. In this context sense-making might have multiple meanings. Campus
community members might look to models of practice to identify how to respond to students of
concern. Students of concern might look to models of practice to identify how to get help with
their concerns. This is in addition to how CSAOs used models to reflect values.
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I addressed decision-making (Weick, 2001) constructs through analysis of student affairs
models of practice, as well. Through comparing across the participants’ aspect such as number of
direct reports, placement of resources, and simplicity of organizational structures, I sought to
make meaning of how CSAOs constructed the presence of students of concern within their
respective division.
Summary
This study explored how CSAOs made meaning in perceiving and responding to students
of concern within large, residential, post-secondary institutions. The problem this qualitative
study investigated was the ambiguous nature of the student of concern construct. A qualitative
case study methodology was used. A constructionist perspective informed the framework, along
with organizational theory and student affairs models of practice.
Purposeful sampling informed participant selection, and focused on CSAOs who had
five or more years of experience at large, public institutions. I collected data through interviews,
responses to a case scenario, and document analysis. I completed data analysis through withincase and cross-case analysis, which included the use of open and values coding. Memoing
contributed to eliciting themes. I addressed ethical consideration through obtaining informed
consent, the use of pseudonyms, and though secure data storage.
Chapter 4 presents the results from the study. Chapter 5 provides a discussion of the
results as well as suggestions for future research.

CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS
Students of concern do not fit into one bucket. There are behavior buckets and category buckets.
The bottom line, however, is the concern expressed for the student by those around her or him. Is
it problematic that there are so many buckets? Might a student labeled “concerning,” simply for
being in a particular category, feel isolated or stigmatized by having another label placed upon
them? What if concerning behavior stems from a being in a particular category? The ambiguity
of the term student of concern allows for its use within a variety of circumstances, perhaps in
place of less distressing terms. However, as a consequence, does the use of the term further
stigmatize students already placed into buckets? (Tucker, analytical memo)
The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore how Chief Student Affairs
Officers (CSAOs) made meaning in perceiving and responding to students of concern within
large, residential, post-secondary institutions. Two research questions guided this study:
1. How do CSAOs describe their work with students of concern?
2. How do CSAOs describe factors which influence their perception of and
responses to students of concern?
Contained in this chapter is an overview of the data collected, a synopsis of each participant, and
a presentation of the major themes that emerged through within-case (Creswell, 2007; Yin, 2014)
and cross-case analyses (Creswell, 2007; Yin, 2014). A constructionist perspective, along with
aspects of organizational theory and student affairs models of practice, informed data collection
in the study and related analysis.
Across the cases, three major themes emerged. These themes included: (1) the institution
and campus community influence the construct student of concern; (2) personal and professional
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experiences influence meaning-making; and (3) federal and state legislation and mandates
intersect with the construct student of concern. Within these three themes, six subthemes
emerged. Within theme one, (1a) word choice matters for CSAOs; (1b) CSAO alignment with
institutional mission and vision influences the construct student of concern; and (1c) perceptions
and presence of diversity influence the construct student of concern. Within theme two, (2a) the
intersection of sense-making with decision-making; (2b) the intersection of student affairs model
of practice with students of concern; and (2c) the influence of CSAOs’ comfort with mental
health on perceptions of students of concern. No subthemes emerged from theme three.
Establishing the Case with Collected Data
I selected four CSAOs from large, public, residential universities across the United States
as participants for this study. I invited each CSAO to participate via email. Upon agreeing to
participate, the sharing of her or his experiences became a part of establishing the case. To seek
understanding of how each participant made meaning of students of concern and concerning
student behavior, I collected multiple sources of data. Data collected included: publicly available
documents through institutional websites, participants’ curriculum vitae, verbal responses to
interview questions, and responses to an electronically provided case scenario.
Data collected, in part, helped identify salient aspects of organizational theory for each
participant; aspects such as organizational culture, sense-making, community building, and
decision-making, all of which influenced perceptions and responses to students of concern.
Within organizational culture, I identified important aspects for each participant, such as values,
assumptions, history, traditions, context, language, and symbols (Kuh & Whitt, 1998; Manning,
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2013). Within sense-making, I identified aspects such as social context, personal identity,
retrospect, salient cues, and enactment (Weick, 2001) for each participant.
I completed individual interviews over the phone. A digital recorder captured each
interview. Additionally, I used pencil and paper to record notes, comments, and reflections. I
transcribed interviews verbatim, shortly after each individual interview occurred.
Correspondence with participants occurred over the phone and via email.
Data Analysis
I completed within-case analysis through creating a “detailed description of each case and
[identifying] themes from within each case” (Creswell, 2007, p. 75). I completed cross-case
analysis through a “thematic analysis across the cases” (Creswell, 2007, p. 75), informed by the
within-case analysis. I used values coding (Saldaña, 2009) and open coding (Saldaña, 2009) for
coding the data. Additionally, memo writing (Saldaña, 2009) occurred throughout the study.
Using Experiences to Establish the Case
Each participant in this study was a Chief Student Affairs Officer (CSAO) at a large,
public university with a substantial first-year residential component. Requirements to participate
in the study included: (a) currently serving as the CSAO at her or his institution; (b) having at
least five years of experience in current role; (c) working at an institution with at least 10,000
students enrolled; (d) working at an institution with at least 25% of first-time/full-time students
living on campus; (e) having a behavior intervention and/or threat assessment team within the
division of student affairs; and (f) having mental health and disability services available on-
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campus. For this study, large was defined by the Carnegie Classification system as indicated by
an undergraduate enrollment of 10,000 or more (http://classifications.carnegiefoundation.
org/descriptions/size_setting.php). For this study, substantial first-year residential component
equaled 25% or more of the first-time, first-year students living on campus, as expressed by each
institution’s Common Data Set (http://www.commondataset.org/). The ability of each participant
to meet all requirements was verified prior to sending any invitations to participate.
Each participating CSAO exceeded the minimum required number of years of
employment at her or his current university. While the requirement was five years, participating
CSAOs were employed at their current university between eight years and 16 years. Two
participants were CSAOs at different institutions prior to becoming CSAOs at their current
institution. Two participants were Deans of Students at different institutions prior to becoming
CSAOs at their current institution.
In addition to the existence of a behavior intervention and/or threat assessment within the
CSAO’s division, the availability of mental health and disability related resources and services
on each participant’s campus was noted prior to being invited to participate. As the alignment of
functional areas within student affairs varies across post-secondary institutions (Manning et al.,
2014), it was not a requirement for either of these functional areas to reside within the division
the CSAO provided leadership for. However, all four participants had counseling services within
their division. Additionally, three of the four participants had disability services within their
divisions.
I gave each participant a pseudonym, along with each employing university. While each
participant had an earned doctorate, during the first interview with each participant, she or he
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voiced a preference to be called by first name instead of “Doctor.” As such, first-name-only
pseudonyms were selected. Additionally, participants were employed by universities from across
the United States. As such, broad regional references were used as institutional pseudonyms.
Table 1 provides the corresponding information for the pseudonyms used in this study.
Table 1
Participant Pseudonyms
Participant 1

Participant 2

Participant 3

Participant 4

Participant

Patti

Carole

Isaac

Gloria

Years within
student affairs

41 years

38 years

36 years

36 years

Educational
background

Ed.D.
Educational
Administration

Ph.D.
Counselor
Education

Ph.D. Higher
Education

Male
He/him
Northern
University

Female
She/her
Central
University

Institution

Eastern
University

Ph.D. Higher
and
Postsecondary
Education
Female
She/her
Western
University

Enrollment

37,000+

~20,000

~35,000

~45,000

Percentage of
first-time/fulltime residential
students

77%

62%

91%

99%

Gender/Preferred Female
Pronouns
She/her

Organizational culture is difficult to assess, whether in-person or from a distance, due to
its abstract nature (Schein, 2010). However, in an effort to contain the abstractness of culture,
Schein (2010) stated, “culture can be studied at three levels – the levels of its artifacts, the level
of its espoused beliefs and values, and the level of its basic underlying assumptions” (p. 32). For
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this study, document analysis and interviews with the participants provided opportunities to
assess culture. I reviewed each institutional website for: (a) organizational charts for the CSAO’s
division; (b) organizational charts for the institution overall; (c) indication of the existence of a
threat assessment and/or behavior intervention team; (d) titles used for functional areas and
student affairs staff; (e) inclusion statements and evidence of philosophies/models embraced; (f)
available programs and resources for students of concern; (g) student codes of conduct; and (h)
policies and procedures relevant to students of concern. Additionally, each participant provided
her or his own perceptions regarding campus culture.
The following sections were informed by the data collected and my resulting analysis.
The first section provides detailed descriptions of each participant. The second section provides a
collective summary of the case. The third section provides an overview of participants’ responses
to the case scenario. The fourth section provides the salient themes which emerged from the
study. The chapter concludes with a summary.
Patti and Eastern University
Patti has been the Vice President for Student Affairs of Eastern University for 13 years.
Prior to coming to Eastern, she was the Vice President for Student Affairs and a tenured faculty
member at a Midwestern regional university for over 10 years. Like many CSAOs (Biddix,
2011), Patti served as a Dean of Students prior to obtaining her first vice presidency. Patti was
drawn to becoming a CSAO “to really make a difference in the lives of students.” She wanted to
“be in a position to allow people to question the way we [student affairs] did things, to question
policies and procedures, because I ultimately want the best possible experience for students.”
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As a student affairs professional, Patti prides herself on her relationships with students,
faculty, and staff. One of the accomplishments Patti was most proud of as a CSAO was
maintaining “close relationships with students on-campus, with those who are very involved [as
well as with] those who have no involvement at all.” During her interviews, Patti demonstrated
self-deprecation, humor, grace, and empathy—traits she is proud to reflect as a CSAO through
remaining “open to people asking the tough questions and being responsive.”
Patti is well-known nationally for her work within student affairs. She has held national
and regional-level leadership positions. Additionally, Patti has won national awards and
recognition for her service and professional accomplishments. Patti has received invitations from
across the United States to present and speak on topics such as collaborating for student success,
improving student services, female leadership, professional ethics, and navigating institutional
politics.
Patti evidences her commitment to higher education through her service on- and offcampus. In addition to her long career in student affairs, Patti served as a faculty member at a
number of institutions, teaching courses on topics such as co-curricular learning, student
development, and integrating student affairs theory into practice. Patti served on numerous
dissertation committees throughout her career, and is “very concerned about graduate students, in
general…helping [doctoral students] do research because that in turn will help others to benefit.”
Additionally, Patti serves on institutional and community committees, contributing to work on
issues related to race, financial aid, accreditation, disability, and local services (e.g. libraries,
public schools, community revitalization).

90

Students of Concern
For Patti, a student of concern is a “student who is in trouble. Whether that student is in
trouble academically, psychologically, mentally, socially… I mean, a student of concern means
all those things to me.” She came to an understanding of the construct through “interacting with
and working with students, and also from reading, research, listening to my colleagues at other
institutions.” When asked to give an example of an experience Patti had with a student of
concern, she shared the following:
We had a student on campus who was just, just out of reality… this student had had a
breakdown or something. This came to my attention and at that point, I made a decision
to try and involve the student’s family – to see if they had recognized any behaviors…
The mother said to me, when I explained to her what was going on and how we were
trying to be helpful, and I asked was she able to give us any information about [the
student], she said “no” she wasn’t and then said he’s now “my problem.” She said, “He’s
your problem and do whatever you need to do or want to do,” and hung up the phone.
Hearing the mother respond in such a way was “chilling” for Patti, shaping how Patti has viewed
students of concern since. Patti went on to say, the construct “student of concern now means so
much more to me than it did then, because the problem is now students’ lives are complicated.”
As a CSAO, Patti views her role intersecting with students of concern primarily through
her contributions to “educate the campus community, giving them information that they might
not come across on a day-to-day basis… My role is to, in every way possible, work with and
protect the student.” Patti views the behavior intervention team and the entire Dean of Students
office as the primary responders to students of concern, saying “it takes a team. One person
cannot track all of the students who need the help that we provide.”
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When asked what top three issues influenced Patti’s work with and perceptions of
students of concern, she replied, “mental health, alcohol and other drugs, and violence.” In
regard to mental health, Patti stated:
Thirty years ago, 25 years ago, we didn’t have these psychotropic drugs that we have
now. So, people who would have never been able to consider college can come to college
now because of these drugs. And, I think that’s wonderful. I think higher education
should be open to all people… More people with the mental health issues that they have
now would have never even considered college, wouldn’t have been able to function in
college, wouldn’t have been able to think about it in high school. So, I think the
availability of those drugs, that are able to control an individual… I don’t mean control
them in a bad way. I mean make those symptoms that they have less vulnerable or open
or whatever. That is really one of the main reasons why we have mental health issues that
we have to deal with.
Patti went on to say, because there are better psychotropic medications:
people can cope, people can hope… We’re paying more attention to it [mental health],
because it’s public. You have to remember 30 years ago, if you had a mental health issue,
the last thing you wanted to do was make it public… It was really seen as a showing of
weakness, or a show of inability to be “normal” as other folks. So, to me, it has really
changed, and I do think, in a good way… I want people to have access to higher
education, good access, for all people. No matter what the, I don’t want to say disability
because I don’t mean it like that. But, no matter what, I want them to be able to have an
education and take advantage of all the things that any higher education institution has
available to them.
Regarding violence, Patti believes a large portion of the students at Eastern University
have experienced violence, such as the shooting death of a loved one. Additionally, Patti referred
to sexual assault as a factor within the larger frame of violence. Patti referenced alcohol and
other drugs as being a factor in many students’ lack of success in pursuing a post-secondary
degree.
When asked whether federal legislation and/or state mandates influenced her work with
and perceptions of students of concern, Patti stated:
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I’m pleased at the federal and state level because at least people are beginning to think
and understand that there is more to going to college than your academics. And, there are
more people out there who have various problems and we need to pay attention to it…
For the most part, I’m more happy than unhappy that we’ve gotten the attention of federal
and state legislators, organizations, people, because it makes it easier, sometimes, for us
to do our job on campus when it comes to dealing with these types of students.
Student Affairs Model
During her time at Eastern University, Patti has grown and shaped her division through a
perspective informed by various student affairs models. Philosophically, Patti believes that
student affairs professionals should “engage students, develop them, and retain them.” This
belief informs her expectations of staff, what qualities she looks for when hiring staff, how she
functions day to day, and her prioritization of “good customer service. Not to learn how to say
yes to everything that everyone wants, because we can’t do that. But we are going to figure out
that our colleagues are our customers also.”
Patti does not ascribe to one particular model of student affairs practice. However, she
referenced organizing her division by putting “support services together…using an approach that
made things more logical.” Patti values team work and collaboration. In effort to move her
division forward, with or without financial resources, she has prioritized student services and
worked with her leadership team to reorganize and restructure reporting lines so that they made
sense for staff, as well as being manageable for the CSAO. For example, when Patti first came
into her position, she had an Associate Vice President and a Dean of Students. Both of these
positions reported to the Vice President; however “they didn’t work together and didn’t really
work well together.” She elevated the Dean of Students position to an Associate Vice President,
altered reporting lines, and increased access for students to direct student services.
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Patti has 17 functional areas within her division. These functional areas are divided into
two broad categories: one for auxiliary services and one for student services. Select examples of
functional areas within the auxiliary services portion included: housing, campus recreation, and
the student center. Select examples of functional areas within the student services portion
included: counseling, disability services, student conduct, student wellness, and student
leadership. Examples of staff titles within the division included Associate Vice President, Dean
of Students, Senior Associate Dean of Students, Assistant Dean of Students, and Director.
Also within the division was the institutional behavior intervention team, which Patti
renamed and enhanced after becoming the CSAO. Functional areas represented on the behavior
intervention team included: Dean of Students, campus safety, disability services, student
conduct, health services, counseling, housing, general counsel, and a select number of academic
areas. The existence of the behavior intervention team was widely noted online and through
marketing materials. Additionally, it was clear online how to make a referral to the team. Words
such as “civility,” “respect,” and “care” were used in connection with the behavior intervention
team. Patti receives updates from the chair of the behavior intervention team on a weekly basis.
Resources, Services, Policies, and Procedures
The online materials for the behavior intervention team at Eastern indicated counseling
services and campus safety may be immediate resources when a student demonstrates “an
immediate threat” or needs “immediate psychological help.” Online resources were provided for
faculty covering topics such as: addressing distracting, annoying, and/or disruptive behavior in
the classroom; de-escalating dangerous behavior; and responding to threatening behavior. Also
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provided online was guidance for students “who are concerned about the behaviors of their
peers,” including suggestions such as: consult with a mentor; call the counseling center; notify a
faculty member, advisor, coach, or student affairs professional; or report to a housing staff
member. Additionally, there was an online resource book for faculty and staff regarding
responding to students in distress.
This 45-page resource book was provided in collaboration between student affairs and the
wellness center. While reference was made early in the book to being mindful of personal
differences, the table of contents listed 17 different “types” of students who may be distressed.
Included in this list, for example, were students with mental health diagnoses such as suicidal
ideation, depression, and anxiety; students abusing alcohol or other drugs; students with
disabilities; and students who are academically underachieving. The book also included
information about creating departmental-level plans for “concerning student behavior” and listed
examples of behaviors faculty and staff should be concerned with, such as: making threats,
acting violent or bizarre, demonstrating an unwillingness to leave a building, and/or disrupting
university business. Additionally, there was a flow chart in the book which addressed “helping
troubled students” and included how to report “concerning behavior”. Reportable concerning
behavior was exemplified as acting out of character, causing alarm, evidencing dangerous or
unhealthy choices, or appearing under the influence of alcohol or drugs.
Code of conduct. The student code of conduct at Eastern was a 21-page document
addressing a myriad of aspects related to students and associated expectations. The student code
of conduct establishes the authority and jurisdiction of the code, stipulates rules and regulations,
outlines procedures used, addresses possible sanctions, and provides guidance for appeals and
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grievances. A significant portion of the student code addressed action such as sexual assault and
violations related to alcohol and other drugs. This echoed Patti’s comments regarding how these
two aspects were influential in how students are construed.
Aspects of Organizational Theory
Eastern University was located in a very large, urban area. Eastern had more than 15
colleges and schools and offered more than 100 undergraduate programs. Students lived oncampus as well as within the surrounding community. With over 37,000 students, Eastern drew
students primarily from the state in which it is located. However, Eastern also had a growing
international student population. Demographically, international students made up approximately
7% of the students at Eastern. While just over half the students at Eastern were Caucasian, Asian
students made up nearly 10% of the student population, African American students made up over
12% of the student population, and Hispanic students made up approximately 5% of the students.
The remaining student population included students who identified as American Indian, as
representing two or more races, or who identified as unknown or other.
The student population at Eastern reflected the institution’s commitment to diversity and
inclusion. Patti stated, “students love Eastern University because they like the diversity of the
student body… they call us ‘diversity university.’” Additionally, Patti described the majority of
students at Eastern University as:
first-generation college students… they are very thankful to be [at Eastern]; they have no
sense of entitlement. They want to learn as much as they can about whatever they can.
They’ve come from lives of “I need to do this to survive.” So many of the other problems
that would throw a regular student on a regular campus doesn’t even faze our students.
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Organizational culture. Throughout the academic year, students contribute to upholding
institutional traditions in a variety of ways. Students participate with activities, such as welcome
week, service learning, convocation, homecoming, and supporting athletic events. Eastern has
branded itself through the use of the letter “E” on institutional related items, and the letter “E” is
visible within the surrounding community.
Values. Over the course of her time at Eastern University, Patti infused values such as
respect, creativity, integrity, excellence, and inclusivity into her division. These values aligned
with institutional values, as demonstrated by similar language found across the institutional
website. Additionally, just as Eastern espoused commitment to diversity, as expressed visibly
across the institutional website in writing and images, Patti evidenced this commitment in her
division as well. This was seen, for example, through division pictures, words within department
mission/vision/goal statements, within residence hall association materials, division awards, and
demonstrated through the diversity of staff within her division.
Components of sense-making. Patti’s personal identity was informed by her family
upbringing and the location in which she was raised. Coming from a large family, Patti was the
next-to-youngest of her many siblings. She understood early on that her parents had “menial
jobs, but they worked, and they clothed us, and fed us, and taught us these values and morals and
hard work, and all those sorts of things.” Neither of Patti’s parents had more than an elementary
education. Growing up in the segregated South, Patti learned early on to hold her head high, look
beyond the superficial, and understand who she was along with what her purpose in life was to
be. Patti stated, “I don’t care what other people say, the person you become is based a lot on
things that have happened, your experiences.”
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Patti made informed decisions about how she let the social context in which she was
raised shape and inform her life. Patti knew it would be a financial challenge for her family to
support her going to college, so she secured scholarships to allow her to attend an out-of-state
institution. Prior to boarding a plane to fly several hundred miles away to attend her first
semester, Patti had never been more than 60 miles from home. Patti and her family believed so
much in post-secondary education that she “knew what I had to do. I was at a school with a lot of
filthy rich, ungrateful students. But, that was okay, because I was not confused about who I was
or who I needed to be when I went back home.” Patti’s awareness of social context and her own
identity influenced how she had made meaning.
Researcher Reflection
Patti shared part of her desire to become a CSAO was to make a difference in the lives of
students. Patti used statements such as “making positive change” for students and incorporating
the “student experience.” Patti indicated student “lives are complicated,” but staff “commitment”
to students could help students be successful. Patti shared this description to exemplify making a
difference in the lives of students. Patti consistently used positive descriptive words, such as
“concern,” “care,” “help,” “protect,” “educate,” “support,” and “hope” when talking about
students and about the work that she does as a CSAO.
In addition to the theme of making students’ lives better, the use of policies and
procedures in order to make such positive changes was a theme for Patti. She repeatedly
mentioned how she wanted her staff, herself, and others to “question” policies and procedures; to
ask the “tough questions” about why and how things are done; and to “involve students” with the
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creation of policies and procedures. Throughout her interviews, Patti used words like “strength,”
“courage,” “risk-taker,” and “collaboration,” to indicate what it took to make a difference in the
lives of students.
This involvement of students was reflected in the online presence of the behavior
intervention team, which invited students to share their concerns about other students.
Conversely, within the student code of conduct was reference to the use of an interim
suspension. An interim suspension denies an Eastern student access to residence halls and/or
university premises, when the student is perceived to endanger the safety and/or wellbeing of the
campus community and/or the student her/himself.
Regarding how Patti views students of concern, she used a broad range of terms to
describe, define, and detail her perceptions and responses. Patti used behavior-based examples as
well as categorical examples to describe students of concern. Behaviorally, Patti used terms like
“disruptive,” “disrespectful,” “problems,” “shy,” “withdrawn,” and “violent.” Categorically,
Patti used terms like “mentally,” “socially,” and “religiously” to evidence examples of students
of concern. The use of descriptive, yet somewhat vague, terms was reflected in the behavior
intervention team online presence as well. For example, students of concern, referred to as
“troubled students,” were described as students who make threats, act violent or bizarre, or
disrupt university business, while concerning behavior was described as acting out of character,
causing alarm, evidencing dangerous or unhealthy behavior, or appearing under the influence of
alcohol or drugs.
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Carole and Western University
Carole has been the Vice President of Western University for over 16 years. Prior to
coming to Western University she was the Dean of Students at a public, state-based, liberal arts
college for eight years. As a student affairs professional, she espoused a commitment to freedom
of expression and the principles of free speech. Throughout her interviews Carole made
reference to helping others in the field of student affairs, making comments such as:
That’s the great thing about this profession; we share our failures and successes and that’s
one of the things that I love. I think, oh my God, let me tell you what we did so you won’t
make the same mistakes. I should have done this, you know? I try to keep someone from
making the same mistakes that we did.
Carole was drawn to becoming a CSAO, in part to help:
[S]tudents kind of realize who they can be, broader than they had imagined when they
walked through the doors, or even getting them to come into education – even the whole
power of education… I didn’t want it to be too quickly, because I [knew] I have a lot to
learn.
As a CSAO, Carole was proud to have accomplished things like building a new
“gorgeous” student center and “five to six residence halls.” However, Carole shared what was
more important to her than capital projects was “being part of a group of people who took
[Western University] from about 10,000 students to more than 20,000 students… we’ve grown
up, we’re a real campus. We didn’t just stay where we were happy.”
Like Patti, Carole is well-known nationally for her work within student affairs. She has
authored and edited numerous books and chapters, has held national leadership positions, serves
on national boards, and has presented across the United States. Carole has written about and/or
presented on topics such as strategic planning, becoming a chief student affairs officer,
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relationship building, gender, sexual assault, organizational transformation, the future of student
affairs, and ethical leadership.
In addition to her long career in student affairs, Carole served as a faculty member at a
number of institutions, teaching courses on topics such as educational leadership, counseling and
educational psychology, student development, women’s issues, intervention strategies,
leadership development, and organizational management. Carole gives back to the field of
student affairs through her continued involvement at the national level with a prominent student
affairs professional organization and mentoring.
Students of Concern
For Carole, students of concern “are the new normal.” Carole went on to say that students
of concern:
Are a reflection of society… these students never had access to education, or at least
didn’t have it like they have it not. For me, at least, it often involves mental health issues.
We talk about students who concern us, but not always…We don’t get your
psychological profile when we admit you. We get your grades and test scores and what
you were involved in as a student. But, how you grew up and what ended up shaping you
into the person you are is not what we’re looking at.
The construct student of concern is “interesting” to Carole, in that within student affairs, she
believes “we’ve always been concerned about students… They’re different now than they were
five years ago and they’ll be different in another five years.” As such, Carole believes student
affairs professionals must be “students of students. We’ve got to know who they are and what
they’re about… it’s not about making them fit into our mold; that doesn’t work.”
When looking at students of concern versus concerning student behavior, Carole stated:
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I think they’re both legitimate. Who’s supposed to be concerned? I love that word,
actually. Who’s supposed to be concerned? Everybody! But, us (student affairs) more
than anybody - that’s our job. We are here to serve you and challenge you and guide you
and mentor you and coach you. We’re concerned about you. Concerned kind of implies a
problem, but it doesn’t need to be negative. I just prefer to be concerned about
everybody, and I am.
However, as the CSAO, Carole discovered that she could not intimately be involved with every
student of concern. Carole warned:
if [as a CSAO] you allow yourself to spend time on these types of things, you will never
get your work done… so you’ve got to hire really great people so that they can come in
and do really great things for your students. You’ve got to spend time with students. If all
you do is spend time with the [handful] of students who are scaring people, you’ll never
be a real vice president.
When Carole first became CSAO, she would have weekly meetings with the Chief of
Police, along with representatives from housing, student life, student conduct, Greek affairs, and
health services. This was how their behavior intervention team came into being. Carole said,
“We’d get together and review the police report from Sunday night. We’d go through the report
and we’d talk. That was the first version of that team.” Carole described how as “things
escalated… when people started to be threatening… we needed something more.” Carole and
others found that often their Disability Resource Center and the Counseling Center knew the
students of concern. By having a separate meeting those in the know, beyond police reports,
could “trade information” and identify ways to intervene with the student.
Carole aligned shifting how the team functioned with the proliferation of federal
legislation and state mandates. Carole stated legislation and mandates can “have a chilling effect
on one’s ability to have honest dialogue.” However, Carole also stated:
If I had to be down at the courthouse and defend why we shared that information with
one another, or why we involved the parents or another students, when FERPA might
have protected… for reasons of the students’ safety or the campus’s safety, I have no
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hesitation in defending doing that. I will often think to myself, if I had to sit down there
and it was all over the front page of our local paper, I would feel okay that that was the
right decision.
Carole referenced Veterans, students drinking, students with mental health diagnoses, and
students with disabilities as being examples of students of concern. Carole went on to reference
the Americans with Disabilities Act as having:
opened the door for so many students who were not a part of higher education… I don’t
think anyone had any idea that cognitive disability would be the fastest growing category.
Because I think in the old days we were all thinking deaf students, blind students,
students with wheelchairs.
Carole described how she was first introduced to the idea of students with Aspergers; how many
of her professional colleagues thought students on the Autism spectrum “could not survive oncampus.” Carole recalled thinking, “What the hell is Aspergers?” She sought to educate herself
and learned that “anything you see in K-12, expect it [in college]. And, how do you honor that
student’s right to have an education?” For Carole, she believed part of her role in including
students of concern was helping faculty and staff to “teach up” to students, as in setting high
expectations, instead of “teaching down” because “most students will rise to the expectations that
you set.”
In addition to compliance and legislation, Carole identified mass media as having an
influence, not only on society and students’ expectations about post-secondary environments as a
whole, but also on how students of concern are construed. Carole said, “when the media gets to
paint a picture of college life, or students of concern…media can paint a picture, myself
included, that we are willing to believe… and there’s an awful lot of inaccurate media about the
college experience.”
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Throughout Carole’s references to students of concern was an underlying assumption of
mental health. Upon reflection of the growing number of students with mental health diagnoses,
Carole stated, “there may come a day when people think that everyone who goes to college is
crazy.” Carole went on to say:
a lot of really smart people are not “normal” and those are the geniuses of the world who
make a difference. We just have to learn to get along. They may not have social skills…
so they won’t join fraternities, but they may find a cure for cancer, so let’s just let ‘em
run.
Student Affairs Model
Carole described her student affairs philosophy as “old-fashioned” and “studentcentered.” Within her student affairs philosophy, Carole was a “strong believer in a student’s
complete development, development of the whole person, their values, their brain power, the
tools they are going to walk out with, their ability to write and speak and to convey those ideas.”
Carole described her student affairs model as being based on setting high expectations,
challenging, and supporting students.
Organizationally, Carole’s student affairs model was designed to meet students’ needs.
Over the course of her time at Western University, Carole made organizational changes three
times. Focused on being politically savvy and preferring to spend money on “direct services to
students” instead of additional personnel, Carole most often made organizational changes when
organic opportunities arose (e.g., staff leaving the division).
There were 27 functional areas within Carole’s division. These functional areas were
broken into two broad categories: enrollment services and student services. Within enrollment
services were areas such as financial aid, registration and records, disability services, admissions,
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and targeted population programs. Within student services were areas such as housing, cultural
diversity, student conduct, dean of students, and the student union. Titles used within the division
included Associate Vice President, Dean of Students, Assistant Dean, Executive Director,
Director, and Coordinator.
The behavior intervention team existed within the division as well. Members of the team
represented functional areas, including: counseling, disability services, housing, student health,
student conduct, and campus police. The existence of the behavior intervention team was clearly
evident online, including how to make a referral to the team. Examples were provided regarding
reasons why someone might make a referral, and included such things as threats, bizarre or
disruptive behavior, tardiness, absenteeism, or dangerous conduct. Words such as “concern,”
“distressed,” and “distressing” were used in reference to students who may be addressed by the
team.
Carole’s involvement with the behavior intervention team typically only occurred when
the concerning student behavior rose to the level of a board member, the university president, or
contained an imminent threat. Carole, like Patti, believed it takes multiple people to respond to
the needs of students of concern. Carole stated, “I delegate that to people who do that far better
than I do… that’s why I have a Dean of Students, an Assistant Dean of Students, and a Conduct
Coordinator.”
Resources, Services, Policies, and Procedures
The behavior intervention team had a web presence on the university’s website. Through
its web presence, the team encouraged individuals who were “concerned about a student” to fill
out an online request form. Examples of “symptoms” a student of concern might demonstrate
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included depression, suicidal ideation, dangerous conduct, making threats, confusion, disruptive
behavior, or missing class. Additionally, on the team’s website was information about distressed
and distressing students, prevention and intervention, and consultation that was available.
Examples of common sources of distress provided on the behavior intervention team
website included family, legal, and/or relationship problems, academic challenges, alcohol or
other drug abuse, and mental health. Prevention strategies referenced on the website included
setting up classroom expectations for behavior, setting guidelines, regular communication, and
getting to know students. Intervention strategies provided on the website included speaking to
students privately, addressing behavior instead of making characterizations, and referring to
counseling or the behavior intervention team. Additionally, information was provided regarding
counseling services, psychological services, and student health services.
Student code of conduct. Within the student code of conduct were rules and regulations
regarding prohibited behavior, access to confidential resources, disciplinary procedures, and
possible sanctions. Included as a possible sanction was the “emergency removal” of a student to
ensure the safety and wellbeing of the university community; doing so denies student access to
the campus community. Students could also be removed for “his or her own emotional or
personal safety.”
Aspects of Organizational Theory
Western University was a land-grant university, with nearly 20,000 students. With nine
colleges and schools and nearly 150 undergraduate programs, Western drew a diverse student
body. Slightly more than 60% of the student population was Caucasian. Students identifying as
Asian made up almost 10% of the student population. Students identifying as African American
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made up approximately 4% of the student population. Students identifying with two or more
races made up another 6% of the student population. Western also had students who identify as
American Indian, Hispanic, International, and unknown or other.
Carole described the campus community at Western as having “a lot of wonderful
transformation going on, with tremendous, fulfilled optimism, a hopeful expectancy and
encouragement of things along the way.” She went on to say:
Our community tries to be inclusive, but we hit road bumps along the way… Every day is
a lesson to everyone about what freedom of expression means. It can be mean and
hurtful, and we believe we’re here to make ideas safe for students, not to make students
safe for ideas.
Organizational culture. Diversity at Western, across campus as well as within Carole’s
division, was reflected visibly online through pictures and words. The embracing of campus
traditions was also reflected online through pictures and words. Students at Western carry on
traditions each year, such as participating with homecoming, holding a celebration week each
spring, participating with Greek letter organizations, and supporting athletic events. Like
Eastern, Western was often identified by its “W,” prevalent across campus and within the
community.
Values. Carole incorporated values into her division that reflect and align with
institutional values. Concepts and principles, such as pursuit of knowledge, responsibility,
accountability, integrity, grace, and civility were infused within the division, as well as across the
university. Inclusion was referenced in the university mission statement and was reflected in
thoughts shared by Carole throughout the study. Institutional commitment to freedom of
expression and free speech were clearly referenced across the institutional website, and directly
reflected Carole’s belief in these tenets.
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Components of sense-making. Carole’s personal identity reflected her comfort with
taking risks and making mistakes. She chose to work at institutions which align with her own
values and passion within the work she does. During her interviews, Carole demonstrated a
candid, inquisitive, and passionate personality, with a quick sense of humor. Both of Carole’s
parents were educators. As such, Carole expressed “education has always been an influence for
me.” Carole also appreciated the privilege associated with having accessed and achieved within
higher education, as demonstrated by stating she was influenced by “the value of education and
the life I’ve been allowed to live because my brain was opened up and challenged.”
Socially, Carole empowers her staff to take risks and make decisions that are in the best
interest of students. Carole works within an institution that believes in risk taking, as evidenced
by the institution’s commitment to build new residence halls and a new student center, at times
putting that construction above constructing academic facilities.
Researcher Reflection
Carole repeatedly spoke about her commitment to freedom of expression, which was
reflected within the mission of the institution. This commitment was expressed in how Carole
spoke about students of concern. In stating phrases like “let ‘em run” and “a lot of really smart
people are not ‘normal,’ and those are the geniuses of the world who make a difference,” Carole
demonstrated a freedom in how she speaks, but also in how she construed students. This
commitment was also evidenced in how Carole spoke about matters that she did not agree with,
such as with concealed carry for gun owners. Carole stated, “all I can think is that people who
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feel like we should have guns on campus must feel as passionate about that as I do about
freedom of expression.”
Carole used words like “joy,” “helping,” “appreciation,” “spirit,” and “honor” when
talking about students and working within student affairs. Carole also used words like “stamina,”
“power,” “persistence,” “aggressive,” and “influence” when speaking about CSAOs within
higher education and achieving student success. Carole, like Patti, frequently referred to
teamwork and used “we” statements much more than she used “I” statements. Carole repeatedly
spoke of doing what was best for students. At one point, Carole gave the example of violating
regulations, such as FERPA, “if that was best for a student.” During both interviews, Carole
spoke of having to defend such an action in court, and expressed feeling comfortable doing so
based on doing so being in the best interest of students.
Isaac and Northern University
Isaac has been the Vice President of Northern University for over 17 years. Prior to
coming to Northern University, he served as the Dean of Students at a large, public university in
the Southeast. Isaac was thoughtful in his word choice, mindful of the power and influence in his
role and his actions. Passionate about student success, Isaac’s presence as a student affairs
professional was influenced by his educational, military, and athletic experiences. Isaac learned
early on the value of hard work and dedication, and strives to infuse these principles into his staff
and the students at Northern.
Isaac was drawn to becoming a CSAO based on being “in the field,” and wanting the
opportunity to work with students. Isaac shared he became aware early on in his career that his
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race would limit options in the career path he originally aspired to pursue in higher education.
Isaac originally wanted to become an Athletic Director. However, as Isaac looked across
institutions of higher education, he realized his race may not be as big of a factor within student
affairs. Isaac understood pursuing a career in student affairs would allow him to continue to
interact with, work with, and influence college students, so he switched gears, and successfully
pursued becoming a CSAO.
In addition to his long-standing career within student affairs, Isaac was known for his
contributions to matters related to race and ethnicity, for which he established an annual statewide conference. Additionally, throughout his career, Isaac worked broadly in higher education –
serving in roles within academic affairs and athletics at multiple institutions, prior to coming into
student affairs. Isaac served as an assistant professor at two different institutions, teaching
courses on topics such as career planning, multiculturalism, and counselor education.
Professionally, Isaac has been honored with numerous regional awards, and gives back to
his community and the field by his involvement with local boards as well as with national
professional organizations. When asked about what accomplishments Isaac is most proud of, he,
like Carole, shared positively increasing enrollment was high on his list. Additionally, Isaac
stated, “I’ve continued to contribute to the legacy of making a large institution feel small and
personal.”
Students of Concern
Isaac holds a broad view of the construct students of concern. For Isaac, students of
concern are:
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those students who might otherwise struggle if they didn’t get the assistance that they
need… Students can need assistance in a variety of ways. Getting adjusted, they may
need… they may have a disability, they may be students of color, they may be from other
places. It covers the waterfront for me.
Isaac was clear to express his conception of concerning student behavior was broad. Isaac
expounded by talking of students of concern referenced as being of potential harm to themselves
or others. In response, he stated, “that’s in a different category with that concern, to me…
because, what we’ve tried to do is prevent them from getting to that point.”
In an effort to prevent students of concern from becoming a threat or danger, Northern
has a “group of individuals—academic affairs, business affairs, student affairs—who meet on a
regular basis.” Isaac described how multiple people must work together to meet students’ needs,
and stated:
It’s not just one group who deals with students of concern. It doesn’t happen that way. In
my world, it doesn’t happen that way. Some students of concern are consistently crazy,
but they all aren’t… You’ve got to have a good team of people who are in touch with
each other and willing to communicate, and the vice president is a part of that.
Isaac strongly believed the CSAO should be directly involved with students of concern. Isaac
stated, “As a vice president for student affairs I’m involved with students” of concern. Isaac also
stated, if a “vice president doesn’t interact with students of concern… [that’s] basically saying a
vice president doesn’t interact with students.”
Isaac provided a few examples of how a student of concern might come onto his radar.
Examples Isaac provided included students who are withdrawn, students not making friends,
students with disabilities, students who are under-represented, and student athletes. Isaac spoke
about meeting students’ needs, and stated, “You have to. That’s what we’re about.”
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Isaac did not differentiate between the constructs student of concern and concerning
student behavior. Isaac stated:
Typically, when you have students of concern, not to have behavior as a component of
that… think about what I said. If a student is withdrawn, that’s behavior. And, so, I
find… I don’t think we get concerned about folks we have no reason, no concern, no
evidence to be concerned about – or lack thereof. But, behavior is at the focal point of all
this, I believe.
Student Affairs Model
Philosophically, Isaac viewed the role of student affairs as ensuring “that students have
an opportunity, and ultimately are successful.” To do that, Isaac kept his division “pretty lean.”
His focused on “program service delivery,” meeting the needs of students, and in having staff
who:
reflect the student body. Basically, we have to have somebody on the staff who can talk
to anybody and everybody of the student body. I make people chuckle about this,
including the staff, because I say we have some strange students and we have some
strange staff members. But, we can talk [to anyone].
Isaac’s staff worked within a number of functional areas, 13 of which were reflected on the
division’s organizational chart. An additional 11 departments were referenced within the Dean of
Students Office.
Beyond the Dean of Students office, the division’s functional areas were not categorized
discretely by auxiliary, operations, enrollment, or student services. Rather, they were categorized
centrally. As such, Isaac had a larger number of direct reports in comparison to other
participants. Examples of functional areas across the division included: admissions, financial aid,
grant-based programs, housing, dining, student health, counseling, the student union, student
conduct, and centers for various tenets of diversity, including disability.
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Within the division of student affairs resided an interdisciplinary team, designated to
respond to student behavior and assess threat. Team membership was made of individuals from
campus police, counseling services, health services, and housing. This team used the term
“concern” in some of its online materials, and provided multiple ways in which an individual
could make a referral to the team. The team was clear to distinguish, in line with Isaac’s
perspective, that students who are “disruptive and uncooperative, appears volatile or dangerous,
or [are] demonstrating immediate harm to self or others” should be addressed through a call to
911 or to the campus police. There was also a threat assessment team housed within the campus
police, which was designated to “identify individuals of concern.” While Isaac was clear to
distinguish between a student of concern who may be a danger or threat, and how he construed
students of concern, the online materials for the institutional threat assessment team used the
term “individuals of concern” in relation to danger and threat.
Resources, Services, Policies, and Procedures
Through the Dean of Students office, the campus community had access to a variety of
resources, including consultation and outreach, crisis response, and student assistance. Also
provided through the Dean of Students office were areas focused on student success and
retention, social justice and inclusion, wellness, and student life. There was a department within
the Dean of Students office titled “Student Assistance.” Staff in this department were the primary
responders when the campus community shared concerns about students. However, the staff
worked closely with other entities to ensure their intervention plan was fully informed.
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Student code of conduct. The student code of conduct included information about the
conduct philosophy, rights and responsibilities, the various departments and entities involved
with the conduct process, prohibited behavior and conduct, the hearing/disciplinary process,
possible sanctions, and the appeals process. Like Eastern and Western, Northern also had an
interim/temporary suspension which could be used to remove students who were considered to
be a danger to “safety or property.” Outside of the conduct process there was also an involuntary
withdrawal process. This process, overseen by a committee, could remove a student to “protect
the health and safety of both the individual student and the university community.”
Aspects of Organizational Culture
Northern University had eight colleges and schools, and offered over 100 undergraduate
academic programs. The enrollment at Northern was nearly 35,000 students. Most of the students
came from the state in which Northern was located. Demographically, nearly 80% of the students
at Northern were Caucasian. The other 20% of students identified as American Indian, Asian,
African American, Hispanic, International, having two or more races, and unknown or other.
Organizational culture. Students maintained annual traditions related to Greek letter
organizations, athletic events, and physical experiences on campus, such as walking in certain
areas. Northern explicitly expressed its traditions through its online presence, including pictures,
history, and ongoing details. Alternately, Northern was the only university in the study that was
not easily recognized by the use of one letter, such as “E” for Eastern, as part of the institutional
branding. Isaac described the community at Northern University as having a “vibrant student life
[with] a strong and long tradition.”
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Values. The values expressed through Isaac’s division mirror the institutional values.
These values were tied to intellectual freedom, leadership, and excellence. Northern explicitly
stated its commitment to land-grant ideals throughout its online presence. Northern also
expresses a commitment to diversity, though this was more visible in writing than in images
throughout its website. Isaac’s words and career demonstrate a commitment to diversity, in
alignment with the university.
Components of sense-making. Isaac’s personal identity was influenced by his
commitment to student success, his personal and professional experiences, and his value of
family. Having been raised in a single-family household, Isaac, like Patti, learned how to
translate his success and abilities in high school into college scholarships. Having done so when
segregation was still prevalent, Isaac learned focus, hard work, and dedication – skills that he
inspired in the students he interacted with at Northern. Professionally, while some CSAOs find
they have little interaction with students, as touched on by Carole and Gloria, Isaac prided
himself on having fun in his work, in large part, because he made sure to consistently interact
with students.
The social context in which Isaac viewed his work was influenced by his experiences
personally and professionally, along with his view of construing himself as a former student of
concern. Isaac felt strongly about student affairs professionals meeting the needs of students. In
doing so, Isaac believed post-secondary institutions would not only be successful in retaining
their students, but graduating their students – including students of concern.
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Researcher Reflection
Isaac had the broadest view of students of concern, and was steadfast in his assertion of
the construct remaining broad. Unlike the other participants, Isaac did not use many descriptive
words regarding students of concern or his work; Isaac was succinct in his answers. A central
theme for Isaac was student success. This was evidenced in how Isaac spoke about his staff (e.g.,
“hire competent people and get out of their way”), how Isaac spoke about the enrollment growth
at Northern (e.g., “doing our best to ensure that they come and are successful here”), and about
meeting students’ needs (e.g., “it’s our culture”). While Isaac was more reserved than other
participants, he was the only participant that spoke about having fun doing his job. He spoke of
interacting with students, of giving them everything he’s got – regardless of the time or place or
number of students present.
Gloria and Central University
Gloria has been the Vice President of Central University for a little over eight years. She
was the Vice President at a mid-size regional institution for nearly seven years prior to coming to
Central. As a student affairs professional, Gloria espoused a commitment to diversity, considered
herself an advocate, and implemented numerous diversity-related initiatives throughout her
career.
Gloria was drawn to becoming a CSAO, in large part, for the opportunity to shape and
influence how students were learning outside of the classroom. Learning outside of the
classroom was an idea Gloria got “really excited about.” Gloria was candid about her career
aspirations, sharing that her tendency prior to her current vice presidency was to consistently
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look for her next position. Throughout her career, Gloria had an impact at each institution where
she has worked. Whether through successfully finding ways to fund projects and buildings which
impacted student success, or through building relationships on- and off-campus, Gloria has
touched the lives of many students, staff, and faculty.
Gloria has a strong reputation across the country through her work in student affairs.
Having held three different vice presidencies, Gloria was known for her work with leadership
development, as well as holding regional leadership positions in nearly every state in which she
worked, and serving on numerous regional and national boards. Gloria has published on topics
such as budget cutting, collaborative partnerships, facilities projects, and female student leaders.
Additionally, Gloria served as a faculty member, teaching courses in student affairs, assessment,
student development, and student services.
When asked what she was most proud of as a CSAO, Gloria shared, “having an impact
on diversity…having impact on the recruitment of under-represented students, having an impact
on hiring under-represented staff.” Additionally, Gloria shared being proud of “creating new
programs for students, creating avenues for students to be heard,” along with capital projects and
facility renovations. Gloria also noted being proud of finding ways to collaborate with academic
affairs at every institution she has worked at, and stated, “whatever it takes to really be a part of
the academic mission” had been key to her success.
Students of Concern
The term student of concern was not one that Gloria espoused using. Gloria stated, “I
haven’t heard that term being used here. But, you know, I don’t mind it….some other terms
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might be more derogatory. You know? Like, dangerous student or at-risk student, or student who
is a risk to our community.” Gloria also stated:
How I would interpret [that term] is it’s not exactly a student at-risk… I’m more likely to
use the term student at-risk. However, I think student of concern is probably a little
broader than student at-risk. Student at-risk would say to me somebody who comes in
with possibly some profile that would say to us they may need extra help. It could mean
academic help. It could mean that they are [a] first-generation student… It could mean
that they’ve had mental health problems, that they’ve already exhibited mental health
problems.
Gloria described how, for her, a student of concern would be “all those things, plus…
[they] maybe don’t have the emotional maturity, are not resilient… everything that happens to
them is, you know, a major crisis. They are just not able to cope with the stresses and challenges
of college.” In addition to student at-risk, Gloria was prone to use the term student concern
instead of student of concern. Gloria provided examples of student concerns, such as a student
who exhibits dependency on alcohol or other drugs or a student who is “in a fraternity who
doesn’t have concerns for the rules.”
Gloria described how her behavioral intervention team met weekly to talk about students
of concern. Within that context, Gloria described students of concern as “the students that are
scaring people for some reason or another. They are either talking about suicide or they
are…disrupting….They are causing problems wherever they go.” Due to how “social media
becomes an issue and complicates it,” and how higher education had “become very litigious,
very legal,” Gloria was hesitant to speak too much about specific examples of students of
concern within her career.
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Student Affairs Model
Gloria believed philosophically in a model of student affairs in which students’ holistic
development was impacted through learning occurring in and out of the classroom. Gloria
expected her staff to “always frame [their work] in what students are learning, so that they are
always pushing for that learning” to occur. Gloria encouraged her staff and others to focus on
aspects of learning, such as cultural competence, teamwork, and critical thinking, which were
further enhanced through engagement outside of class.
Organizationally, Gloria sought collaboration throughout her division. While shaped by a
hierarchical structure, due to the size of the division, Gloria remained in contact with and was
accessible to staff throughout the division. During her tenure as Vice President at Central, Gloria
added a third Associate Vice President to her division, which allowed Gloria to group functional
areas broadly as student services, auxiliary services, and inclusion/diversity services.
There were 19 functional units within the division. However within five of those
functional areas were an additional 12 departments. Collectively, there were 31 areas represented
within Gloria’s division. Within student services were areas such as: Dean of Students, career
services, counseling, Greek [letter] life, and new student programs. Within auxiliary services
were areas such as campus recreation, student center, health services, housing, and parking.
Within inclusion/diversity services were areas such as Asian American Cultural Center;
Women’s Resource Center; Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender Resource Center; and social
justice programs.
Within the division was a response team for addressing students’ crises, chaired by the
Dean of Students. Team members represented areas including housing, counseling services,
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public affairs, campus police, general counsel, academic affairs, international affairs, women’s
affairs, advocacy services, and various student centers. This team met on a monthly basis, and as
needed. Terms such as “distressing,” “threatening student behavior,” and “student concerns”
were associated with the response team online presence.
When necessary, dependent upon the level of concern, this team made referrals to the
threat assessment team which existed separately from the response team. Many of the same
entities from the response team also served on the threat assessment team. The term individual of
concern was used in some of the materials referencing the threat assessment team.
Resources, Services, Policies, and Procedures
Through the counseling center at Central, there were a myriad of resources provided.
Specific for student concerns was a resource titled “Helping Distressed and Distressing
Students.” There were resources listed for emergencies related to suicide, trauma, distress, and
sexual assault. There were resources listed for faculty, staff, and parents, related to seeking help
for others, emergency services, and cultural-centered programs and services. Additionally, there
were resources for emergencies, related to suicide, trauma, distress, and sexual assault.
Central had a campus-wide violence prevention plan, which discussed how threats were
analyzed and addressed at Central. Like Northern, Central had services focused on “student
assistance.” Also like Northern, these were located within the Office of the Dean of Students.
Many areas the student assistance staff addressed intersected with students of concern. During
university business hours, there was a “dean on duty,” available for students who walk in, call, or
email asking for assistance. A list of common reasons student seek assistance from the dean on
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duty included reference to students being able to “to report a concern about the wellbeing or
safety of another student or broader campus community” or “not sure where else to go to address
their concern.”
Student code of conduct. Central’s Student Code was 109 pages long. It included
reference to student rights and responsibilities, general policies and regulations, and academic
policies and regulations. Details were provided for multiple aspects of conduct, such as
attendance, academic integrity, and discipline, along with numerous processes and procedures
related to policies. Included with the student code was the policy for the provision of reasonable
accommodations for students with disabilities. Separate from the student code were the student
disciplinary procedures. Within the disciplinary procedures was reference to an interim
suspension, similar to other institutions included in this study. In addition to the interim
suspension, Central had an involuntary withdrawal option that could be implemented when a
student was “deemed unable to function by a mental health practitioner.”
Aspects of Organizational Culture
Central University had 16 colleges and schools and over 100 undergraduate programs. As
a high research institution, there was a clear focus on sciences and technology. But, as a landgrant university, there were multiple options for students in and out of the classroom. Central had
nearly 45,000 students enrolled. Just over half of the student population identified as Caucasian.
15% of students identified as Asian and 15% of students identified as Hispanic. African
American students represented nearly 6% of the student population. The remaining student
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population identified as American Indian, as representing two or more races, and as unknown or
other.
Organizational culture. Each year, students upheld institutional traditions such as
participating with welcome days activities, homecoming, community-based activities, Greek
letter organizations, and supporting athletic events. Like Eastern and Western, Central branded
their “C” as a recognized symbol. As such a large university, in an otherwise small community,
the breadth and depth of opportunities for students, faculty, and staff intersect to create its own
culture.
Values. Gloria’s division reflected multiple values which were evidenced across the
institutional website. These values reflected principles such as diversity, leadership, innovation,
excellence, integrity, and wellness. Gloria’s influence on these values was visibly evident in
words and images across the division website, and were reinforced across the institutional
website. There was a large international student population on campus, which was reflected in
the community as well as demonstrated by international-themed grocery stores and restaurants.
There was also a commitment to inclusion, which was apparent verbally and visually online,
with reference to accessibility and disability.
Components of sense-making. Gloria was progressively driven and intuitively calculated
about how she and her staff could best meet the needs of students. That being said, she also
described herself as functioning “a little more, kind of, seat of your pants.” Her personal identity
was a blend of being a first-generation college student, as she grew up in a family in which her
parents did not complete post-secondary education, and being keenly aware of living in a “racist,
sexist society.” As such, the social context in which Gloria worked was influenced by her
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passion for equity, access, and inclusion, along with having high expectations for students,
herself, and those around her. Gloria stated, “because of higher education [I] have been able to
achieve…the American dream.”
Researcher Reflection
Gloria’s commitment to diversity and advocacy ran deep. This was evidenced in how she
spoke about students, as well as how she spoke about her work. Gloria repeatedly made
comments about cultural competence, being inclusive, and creating avenues for student success.
When speaking about students, Gloria used terms like “helping,” “supporting,” “impacting,”
“integrating,” and “access” in speaking about her work and her role as a CSAO. Regarding her
role as a CSAO, Gloria used terms like “growth,” “learning,” “adapt,” “advocate,” and
“collaborate” to describe how she functioned within higher education and how she stayed
connected with students.
Gloria made multiple references to the influence of social media and mental health on
students’ experiences within higher education, as well as the experiences of student affairs
professionals. Additionally, Gloria connected federal legislation and state mandates to multiple
aspects of her role as a CSAO. As such, Gloria connected, more than once, how students were
supported (or not) within post-secondary institutions through federal and state requirements.
While the preceding section provided results of within-case (Creswell, 2007, Yin, 2014)
analysis, the following section provides results from cross-case (Creswell, 2007) analysis.
Following the cross-case analysis, themes will be reviewed from responses participants provided
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to a case scenario they independently reviewed. Themes will then be reviewed from throughout
the study.
Across the Case
Through infusing such concepts as care and concern for students (Bogue, 2002; Boyer,
1990; Rhatigan, 2013), and through engaging students (Kuh, 2009; Tinto, 2012) CSAOs
contribute toward building a campus community in which students find success. In addressing
students of concern within the campus community, Pavela (2008) spoke to concerns for safety –
whether real or assumed. Such concerns for safety are tied to threat assessment within postsecondary institutions, and tied to the creation of threat assessment teams and behavior
intervention teams.
All of the participants spoke to the presence of such a team on each of their campuses.
While participants spoke to the involvement of campus police on such teams to address safety,
none of the participants spoke to the presence of students of concern as impacting the sense of
safety on campus. Rather, participants spoke to large-scale, media-grabbing activities occurring
at institutions across the United States as having more impact on the concept of safety. When
speaking of safety and students of concern, Carole stated:
This is what we deal with every day, all kinds of stuff. So, when people ask what do you
do? It’s this kind of stuff, all different kinds of things. Safety, and guns, and crazy
students… I love when my counseling director comes in to see me, because she’s very
prim and proper and clinical, and every once in a while she say there’s just more and
more of them that are crazy and I say yeah, I think so, too. But, they’re just crazy, they’re
not going to hurt anybody.
Carole spoke to not only the presence of students of concern, but the increased presence
of students with mental health diagnoses. While Carole used the term “crazy” to reflect students
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with mental health diagnoses, Carole also expressed care and concern for all the students on her
campus. For example, when students with mental health diagnoses were getting turned away
from a local hospital, Carole broke off services with that local provider until they could come to
mutual agreement about providing quality care for students (and the surrounding community).
All of the participants spoke to the idea of building community. Participants spoke at the
individual campus level, touching on the desire to include students of concern within the campus
community. Carole stated within her campus community, “there’s a lot of wonderful
transformation going on, with tremendous, fulfilled optimism, a hopeful expectancy and
encouragement of things along the way.” Gloria spoke to an increasing presence of diverse
students, including international students, as “normalizing” the presence of students of concern
within her campus community.
Participants also spoke about the role of higher education and student affairs at a national
level regarding community. Isaac stated, “What student affairs is about and how we can come
together as a community is to help students be successful.” Carole stated, “I think we’re a small
community of higher education people. I think we have the ability to share and influence each
other. So, I think the fact that we, as a higher education culture, that we have a lot more in
common than we have different.”
Through the participants’ descriptions of campus community and students of concern, a
prevalent presence of caring for and about students existed. Regarding care for students, Patti
stated, “I want to make sure that it was communicated that we really do care about you [the
students], more than your academic life. We care more about what’s going on with you. And, if
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we can help, we want to make it better.” The use of the term care was evident within
intervention/assessment teams, on websites, and within the participants’ verbal statements.
Gloria referenced “taking care of” students and asserted that families and society as a
whole expect student affairs professional to provide “care” for students. In addition to family
and society, all of the participants spoke to constituencies across campus caring for and about
students. Participants expressed such care as coming from faculty, for example, who reached out
for assistance for students of concern. Participants described faculty concern for students as
being tied more to student success than for fear of safety.
Participants spoke to student success from a student affairs point of view, in addition to
the faculty’s interest in student success. Gloria spoke to including students of concern within
positively impacting student success. Gloria stated, “I just think it’s necessary for the good of
society that everybody has access to education and that, for students of color, and first-generation
students, creating an environment where they can be successful is necessary.” Isaac also spoke to
including students of concern within addressing student success when he stated, “It’s our job to
help [impact] student success. And, that occurs both in and outside of the classroom. So,
philosophically, we do everything that we can to ensure that students have an opportunity, and
ultimately are successful.”
Isaac spoke to persistence of all students, including students of concern, and referenced
engaging students as one way to impact student success. Isaac stated, “I think what we’ve done is
just paid more attention to it, and, been even more deliberate about keeping the students that we
have, doing our best that they ensure, but that they come and are successful here. Success for us
is that they’re graduating. Not just coming.” Patti spoke about engagement targeting students of
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concern. Patti stated, “Our faculty members are engaged enough with our students that we get
that level of concern.”
Students of Concern
While all the participants spoke to consistent concepts impacting students of concern,
each participant used different types of students to evidence perceptions of and responses to
students of concern. Beyond Isaac’s assertion that all students, simply by being a student, were
students of concern, the participants spoke to students of concern broadly as students needing
attention to reach potential, to become successful, to remain within higher education. All the
participants spoke to concepts such as the presence of mental health diagnoses, the use of alcohol
and other drugs, being academically underprepared, and being a member of an under-represented
category as increasing likelihood of a student becoming a student of concern.
Athletes. Isaac spoke of student athletes as being potential students of concern. Isaac
talked about how student athletes are actively recruited and come to campus as part of a preestablished community. Isaac stated, “In some aspects you might think of student athletes as
students of concern. You might think they have all that they need. But, if they are not integrated,
if they are not taking advantage of the educational opportunities, to me, that’s a student of
concern.”
When student athletes lose eligibility to compete, perhaps because of injury, those
students lose their community and sometimes their identity. Isaac, a former athlete, spoke to the
isolation a student can experience when no longer a part of the community. Isaac stated:
To have an individual come to a university, and not take advantage of many of the
offerings that a university has to offer… You can be an athlete and be isolated. You can
go to class, go to practice, compete, and never really get involved in the fabric of the
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institution, quite frankly. I’ve had instances where a student athlete, once their eligibility
was over with… they are no longer taken care of in the athletic environment, and now
they have to fend for themselves, and they bump in to a guy like me. And, the first thing
they’ll say is “Dang, I didn’t know you were here.” That’s just tip of the iceberg. So, for
me, that’s a student of concern.
International. Like Isaac spoke to former student athletes fending for themselves and
becoming students of concern, Gloria spoke to International students having to learn a new
community, often fending for themselves. As such, Gloria spoke about International students
being construed as students of concern. Gloria also spoke to the presence of International
students “normalizing” concerning behavior in some ways. Gloria stated, “You know, with
44,000 students and a lot of international students, I think that people are pretty used to having
students of concern around.” Gloria was not dismissive of students of concern; rather, she
asserted the campus community cared about all students and with so many students from so
many different cultures, a wide range of behaviors was demonstrated on a regular basis – in
essence “normalizing” different behaviors.
Gloria spoke to diversity as a component of including students of concern within the
campus community. Gloria stated:
So, working with international students, understanding different cultures, understanding
our work in the different cultures, the whole issue of social integration and integrating
international students; integrating under-represented students with white students, students
of color with white students. Those are all things that I work with and think a lot about.
And, work on, a lot.
Under-Represented Students. Like Gloria, all of the participants spoke to underrepresented students as possible students of concern. While the construct student of concern
focused on behavior when I entered into this study, the participants identified student categories
as potential markers for students of concern. The inclusion of categories of students solely as an
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indicator for becoming a student of concern contributes to the ambiguity of the term student of
concern. Using categories as indicators for students of concern also problematizes the use of the
term, as it potentially further marginalizes students already labeled in potentially derogatory or
stigmatizing ways.
Participants spoke to under-represented students, particularly students of color, as
potential students of concern. In identifying under-represented students, participants spoke to
creating campus communities inclusive of such students. Gloria spoke at length regarding
diversity-related work to help create an inclusive community. Isaac spoke about getting underrepresented students connected to resources to impact success. Patti spoke to faculty flexibility
connected to issues impacting students of concern academic performance. Carole spoke to
difficult dialogues tied to freedom of expression and how saying hurtful things impact whether
students feel included within the campus community.
Participants did not identify students with disabilities as being under-represented. All the
participants provided examples of efforts to create inclusive campus communities for student
categories construed as under-represented. This furthered my wondering regarding what a
campus community in which students with disabilities were included as under-represented
looked like. Would inclusive efforts regarding disability as a tenet of diversity positively impact
the success of students with disabilities?
Student Affairs Model of Practice
Manning, Kinzie, and Schuh (2014) stated, “student affairs practice is often, if not
always, a hybrid or combination of two or three different models. Mixing and matching models
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by incorporating ideas from several approaches allows student affairs professionals to pursue
creative and flexible practices” (pp. 5-6). All of the participants used hybrid models. Each
participant spoke to evolving their model and structure based upon the needs of their institution,
the students within the institution, and the campus community. Additionally, all of the
participants spoke to the incorporating the strengths of student affairs staff as models developed.
In order to ensure confidentiality for participants and employing institutions, this section
will not include reference to specific participants or institutions.
Two of the participants incorporated administrative models of practice, primarily focused
on student services. Manning, Kinzie, and Schuh (2014) asserted administrative models worked
well for institutions with a large number of first-generation college students. Manning, Kinzie,
and Schuh stated:
First-generation students, for example, will most likely have the skills to success in
college but less familiarity with the ways that the institution is organized. A wellorganized division of student affairs fashioned on a student services or functional silo
approach may provide a clear path for the student to follow on the way to success and
graduation. Any institutional type that has a significant population of students with
multiple demands, such as family and full-time positions, would benefit from an
administrative-centered approach.
The two participants who reflected an administrative style within their organizational structure
referenced first-generation college students in their perceptions of students of concern, as well as
referenced the number of first-generation students who attend their respective institution.
The other two participants evidenced student-centered models within their structures, as
reflected through the depth and breadth of departments, services, and functions located within
each of their divisions. Manning, Kinzie, and Schuh (2014) described student-centered models
working best at small, private schools, due to the assumption that typical students at small,
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private schools had sufficient time to become engaged within the campus community.
Participants using the student-centered models evidenced providing “services and programs with
the goal of facilitating student success and maximizing student development outcomes” (p. 136),
and strived to engage students while keeping in mind opportunities and limitations for students
within their campus communities.
Three of the participants used models in which services or functional areas were grouped
together. Such groupings reflect a hybrid approach between administrative styles and studentcentered styles. For these three participants, a clear denotation of student services existed as tied
to the Dean of Students, and a denotation of operations existed as tied to revenue-generating
entities (e.g., auxiliary units; admissions). These three participants each had three upper-level
administrators reporting to them (e.g., Assistant/Associate Vice President).
The one participant who did not follow this style evidenced nine direct reports. These
direct reports included two Associate/Assistant Vice Presidents and seven directors. This
participant’s primary model of practice directly tied to student access and success.
Two of the participants reflected their inclusive efforts within their model of practice. For
example, one participant had an Associate Vice President overseeing inclusion and intercultural
relations. Departments this Associate Vice President oversaw included culture centers, diversity
“houses” and resource centers – except for Disability Resources, which resided in an academic
college. Another participant had diversity reflected under the Dean of Students. Disability was
not included within this diversity framework either. For this participant, disability was housed
within the division of student affairs, but aligned with enrollment services.
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Disability Models. Three of the participants had disability resources housed within their
division. Of these three resource centers, two were located under the Dean of Students and one
was located within enrollment services. Of these resource centers, one reported to an Associate
Vice President, one reported to the Dean of Students, and one reported to the Counseling Center
Director. Two of the disability resource centers were reflected clearly on the CSAOs division
organizational chart. One was not noted on the organizational chart, though verified through the
division website.
By locating disability resources away from diversity centers and inclusion initiatives, a
perceived (or real) medical model of disability is perpetuated – as does having the disability
resource center report through a counseling center. Tying disability resources to the Dean of
Students sends a message that students with disabilities automatically need assistance, taking the
focus away from a social justice lens.
Dean of Students. All of the participants had a Dean of Students prominently located
within their structure. However, each participant had different functional units connected with
the Dean of Students. Departments connected with the various Deans of Students included:
leadership development, wellness, counseling, media, student activities, orientation, disability,
student conduct, housing, cultural diversity, student engagement, persistence, Greek life,
tutoring, new student programs, students legal assistance, veteran services, and career services.
Two of the participants had created Student Assistance programs within their Dean of Students
offices. All of the participants used their Dean of Students as the primary point person for
students of concern as well as with their intervention/threat assessment teams.
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The message seemingly tied to the Dean of Students? If a student needs “help” they
should go to the Dean of Students. Is there any argument against the main point of contact for
care, concern, and help also being the person connected to resources such as legal services,
disability, counseling, academic support and student conduct?
Student Code of Conduct. Pavela (2008) and Penven and Janosik (2012) spoke to
changes brought on by the 2008 amendments to the Americans with Disabilities Act (1990),
which impacted how the Office of Civil Rights interpreted involuntary withdrawal policies
within post-secondary institutions. Upon review of the student code of conduct for all the
participants, I found two institutions referenced involuntary withdrawals for psychiatric reasons.
The other two institutions referenced interim/emergency removal.
One institution’s student code of conduct spoke to the policy for provision of
accommodations for students with disabilities. Three of the codes reviewed included disability as
a protected category within tenets of diversity protected from discrimination and harassment.
One institution included reference in the student code of conduct to students having a
responsibility to maintain “physical and mental health, the safety and welfare” of campus
community members.
All the codes reviewed addressed how complaints could be filed, and some referenced
how students could share concerns about other students. Three of the participants made
comments regarding how little students share concerns about other students, particularly in
regard to concerning student behavior. Gloria and Carole spoke to this from a place of
acceptance and understanding. They indicated contemporary college students seem more open to
different behaviors than others within the campus community.

133

Student of Concern Case Scenario
Participants received a case scenario (Appendix F), electronically, between their first and
second interview. Participants were asked to respond in writing, electronically, to a select
number of questions provided with the case scenario. Two participants provided responses in
writing, while two participants provided responses verbally. Though depth and breadth of
responses varied significantly between participants, consistent topics emerged, as evidenced in
the following.
Factors Inform Perception
Participants expressed different perspectives on what factors informed their perception of
the situation presented in the case scenario. Patti focused on the student, questioned the student’s
lack of regard for the class, the student’s lack of self-care and wellbeing, and lack of selfawareness. Carole focused on determining what was factual versus what was hearsay, the
questionable treatment of the students without due process, and wondered whether the student
had been connected to resources. Carole stated “the professional practice of the off-campus
clinician is questionable. The guise of taking care of yourself is sad.” Other factors identified by
participants included how quickly the student was dismissed, if anyone beyond the faculty
member had directly spoken with the student, and the student’s impending graduation.
Need for Information
All of the participants wanted additional information about the situation described in the
case scenario, to fully inform their perception and response to the situation. All four participants
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wanted to know if the student had a history of mental illness. Three of the four participants
wanted to know the student’s financial status and whether anyone outside of the faculty member
had spoken directly to the student. Additionally, three of the four participants wanted to know
what, if any, resources had been offered to the student.
The types of resources participants mentioned varied, but included counseling, disability
resources, conduct, health services, residential services, and substance abuse services. Gloria
enforced a need for a “holistic” approach in gathering information. Isaac wanted to know more
about the academic program and the placement of an undergraduate student at a clinical site.
Patti wondered, “When the student stated being sick, did the faculty inquire about the sickness?
Had we offered any additional resources to provide support?”
Action Needs to be Taken
Participants felt strongly the student should be spoken to, specifically by someone from
student affairs. Participants felt equally strongly that a plan should be created to provide support
for the student. Most of the participants stated the appropriate person to speak with the student
would be the Dean of Students, not the CSAO. Within the action plan, participants stated there
should be referrals to resources (e.g., counseling, disability services, health services, conduct), a
review of the situation by the behavior intervention team, and a connection with academic affairs
should be cemented. Carole thought an advocate should be identified for the student. Patti stated,
“Directly instruct the student that some of the behavior being displayed is concerning and
inappropriate – such as showing up late to class and sleeping.”
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The College Plays a Role
As the student of concern was a senior, soon to graduate, the participants agreed the
college should have been the “lifeline” and “bridge” for the student. Patti thought the college
should have held the student accountable and enforced academic integrity. Carole thought the
academic advisor should have been directly involved. Across the board, the participants had the
least amount to say about the role of the college in responding to the student of concern. Carole
stated the academic partners:
need to keep their eye on communicating with the student about their concern and care.
They can be a bridge to the student services (student affairs) division. His academic
advisor may want to accompany the student when he meets with the Dean of Students
and when he secures social services on- and off-campus.

Student Affairs Plays the Largest Role
Whereas participants agreed the college should have been involved, though they
expressed little about what that involvement should look like, the participants expressed the role
of student affairs should have been significant in the scenario. Carole used the word “critical” to
describe the role of student affairs, and stated, “This is what we do.” Participants agreed staff
within student affairs should have created and implemented the plan of action, including
identifying resources for the student and referring him to those resources. Participants used
words like “communicate,” “enforce,” “support,” and “intervene” to describe the role of student
affairs.
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Role of the CSAO
The participants agreed the role of the CSAO had a limited role in responding to the
student. Carole stated her role would be “minimal, though important. I am the bridge between
academics and student services.” Gloria stated she would “not get involved unless [the concerns]
escalated.” All the participants described the CSAO role as ensuring a timely response and
having the situation handled in an “expedited manner.” Most participants reinforced the role of
the Dean of Students over the CSAO in responding.
The participants spoke more so to the role of the CSAO in managing perceptions of
students of concern. While this did not come to light through the responses to the student of
concern case scenario, it was touched on throughout interviews in reference to educating the
campus community, working with faculty, and intervening when concerns escalated or got on the
radar of influential constituencies. It also came to light through the student affairs models of
practice each participant employed and the alignment of resources and services within their
division.
Influential Factors within the Campus Community
Participants had varied views on what factors were influential within their campus
communities. Patti stated the student’s “unstable demeanor” would cause community members
to worry about their safety, although there was no evidence of the student being violent.
Questions about safety and danger were echoed by other participants as well. Carole noted it
would matter on her campus if the student was related to anyone “important.” Gloria and Carole
spoke to the extent (or not) of commitment to inclusion and cultural competency as influential on
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their campuses; Isaac implied this as well. Other factors referenced, included the knowledge (or
lack thereof) regarding mental health, ability to deal with “crazy,” and how “caring” people
were.
Participants’ responses were in-line with how they presented during their interviews.
Responses were reflective of the values participants demonstrated and espoused. All of the
participants wanted more information about the student, though the kind of information they
wanted varied. Additionally, the participants wanted to ensure the student had the support he
needed to be successful. Support was primarily noted to be mental health or disability related.
Individually, participants expressed what mattered to them in their responses. From a
desire for students to be individual to identifying the role of tenets of diversity, and the
intersection of policies and procedures with the experience of students, participants made sense
of the scenario through a personalized lens. Personal identity and values, the social context in
which they worked, salient cues identified within the scenario, and the plausibility to enact a plan
of action within their organizational structure shaped each participant’s lens.
Within-Case and Cross-Case Summary
The four participants for this study represented a spectrum of philosophies, ideals, and
principles. Within this spectrum, participants expressed different opinions on the meaning of the
term student of concern, as well as how often CSAOs interacted with students of concern, and
what that interaction looked like. Also reflected on the spectrum was how comfortable the
participants were with their own staff taking risks. All the participants described themselves as
risk-takers – though to varying extents.
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All of the participants were of the same generation and had approximately the same
number of years of experience within higher education. All of the participants had earned
doctorate degrees, contributed to regional and national efforts, and taught off and on throughout
their careers. While some shared more than others, all of the participants referenced how their
own educational experiences influenced their role as CSAOs.
The institutions at which the participants worked had many similarities, too. Three of the
four were land-grant universities. All four had diverse student populations and served a growing
number of international students. All four served a primarily traditional aged student body. All
four had been in existence for more than 100 years, had multiple colleges and schools on their
campuses, and offered more than 100 academic programs for undergraduate students.
Additionally, all four institutions had graduate programs.
Alignment existed between how each participant spoke about their own values, and the
values expressed within each participant’s division, as well as their employing institution.
Alignment also existed between how each participant spoke about diversity and how diversity
was reflected within their divisions and across their institutions. Lastly, I noted alignment
between how each participant framed student affairs and the organizational model they have
effected at each institution.
Analytical Themes and Subthemes
In analyzing how CSAOs constructed meaning regarding students of concern and
associated concerning behavior, themes emerged. Additionally, in answering the two research
questions shaping this study, participants’ actions and examples supported their word choices
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and descriptions. Though analysis resulted in numerous themes, three were selected for inclusion
below. These three themes included: (1) influence of the institution and its associated community
upon the construct student of concern; (2) influence of CSAO’s personal and professional
experiences upon the construct student of concern; and (3) intersection of federal legislation and
state mandates with the construct student of concern.
Underneath the three major themes, six subthemes emerged from data analysis within the
cases and across the cases. From theme one, three subthemes emerged. These three subthemes
included: (1a) word choice matters for CSAOs; (1b) CSAO alignment with institutional mission
and vision influences the construct student of concern; and (1c) perceptions and presence of
diversity influence the construct student of concern. From theme two, three subthemes emerged.
These three subthemes included: (2a) the intersection of sense-making with decision-making;
(2b) the intersection of student affairs model of practice with students of concern; and (2c) the
influence of CSAOs’ comfort with mental health on perceptions of students of concern. No
subthemes emerged from the third major theme regarding the intersection of legislative mandates
with the student of concern construct.
Influence of Institution and Community
When I asked each participant about what, if any, influence the type of institution they
worked at had upon the construct students of concern, they all responded their institution did not
have an influence. However, as they expanded upon their individual points of view, three of the
four participants expressed, in some way, that their institutions did have an influence. Patti was
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the one participant who stated no, and remained firm on her no throughout her answer. Patti
stated:
I’ve worked at almost every kind of institution. Worked with or attended almost every
kind of or type of institution. I’ve been at public, private, two-year, small, large,
religiously affiliated. I’ve done all of those, and I don’t think it’s the type of institution [if
it were] I would need to be able to make a compelling argument about here’s why we
need to care and here’s what we need to do. But I haven’t needed to do that, so no, my
answer is no.

While Patti asserted the institution did not have influence, she described how the type of
student at the institution may have an influence. Patti described how the students at Eastern are
not like other students, in that many of the students at Eastern have experienced significant
trauma and crises before becoming a student at Eastern. Patti asserted faculty and staff at Eastern
were aware that Eastern students were not “regular” students, and as such, faculty and staff
might give a little more grace to students.
Carole, Isaac, and Gloria also initially expressed no, regarding the influence of the
campus community. However each expressed a varying extent of influence as they spoke about
students of concern. Isaac talked about “meeting students’ needs,” and how this premise had
been consistent at the institutions at which he had worked. This premise influenced Isaac’s work
with students of concern. While, for Isaac, the focus on meeting student’s needs stayed
consistent across universities, the “culture” and “environment” of institutions varied. As these
aspects varied, Isaac asserted, so may have perceptions and responses to students of concerns by
others on campus. For Isaac, however, his concept of students of concern remained constant,
regardless of campus culture.
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Carole initially said the campus community had no influence, and described a “dog and
pony show” she puts on each fall with new faculty members regarding the students at Western
University. Initially, Carole spoke about how new, younger faculty “know” about students of
concern already; “they’ve been in school with students of concern.” However, Carole later
described changing her “dog and pony show” in response to how faculty were responding to
concerning student behavior. Carole stated:
about two years ago… I kind of heard myself. I would see the panic-stricken look in their
faces. So, if you have a kid in your class [who is a student of concern]… and they’re
looking at me like ‘I came here to teach science’ [not deal with concerning behavior]. So,
I changed and started talking more about Veterans and diversity… I had to get balance.
Gloria initially replied “not really,” when asked whether the campus community had an
influence on perceptions of and responses to students of concern. However, Gloria stated, parents
had a “higher expectation at a small, private” institutions of higher education, though parents at
large, public post-secondary institutions “still expect you to take care of their child and look after
them.” Gloria also stated faculty and staff at large, public universities had less of an idea about
who does what, and so they don’t pay “attention [to] something until they need it.”
None of the participants talked explicitly about the extent of resources available at large,
public universities. Nor did they address whether or not the quantity and/or quality of resources
had an influence on perceptions of and/or responses to students of concern. All of the
participants, however, identified a team of professionals who interact most often with students of
concerns. Isaac and Gloria both had departments specifically titled “Student Assistance,” housed
within their Dean of Students office, to assist students of concern. Additionally, all of the
participants had a variety of resources available on-campus for students, including stand-alone
counseling services, disability resources, and health services.
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Words matter. Word choice was blatantly clear when participants were speaking of
students of concern. Participants used words to capture concerning behaviors, stereotypes, and
student population categories as descriptions of students of concern. However, little consistency
existed within the words participants used to capture the construct student of concern,
underscoring the ambiguous nature of the term.
Participants used terms such as “immature,” “isolated,” “withdrawn,” “weird,” “scary,”
“threatening,” “not resilient,” and “not coping” to describe behavior that students of concern
might demonstrate. Additionally, participants used demographics like “Veterans,” “Athletes,”
“Disability,” “Religion,” “Greek,” “First-Generation,” and “Race” to describe categories in
which students of concern might be lumped. Participants noted mental health, disability status,
use of alcohol and/or other drugs, academic challenges, and lack of social skills as reasons why
students might be denoted as students of concern.
The participants described students of concern as students “in trouble” and “at-risk.”
None of the participants confirmed actually using the term student of concern. Isaac expressed
the most comfort with the term. Conversely, Isaac had the broadest conception of what it might
mean to be a student of concern. Gloria expressed she “didn’t mind” the term student of concern,
as long as “folks know what it means.” Carole and Patti independently construed students of
concern most closely in-line with the definition provided by the Higher Education Mental Health
Alliance Project (2012). Consensus existed within the participants regarding understanding of the
construct student of concern as influenced by context.
Participants had varied reactions to the use of concerning student behavior instead of
student of concern. Isaac described an inability to separate the two, and preferred student of
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concern, as did Carole. The general consensus within participants asserted the use of behavior, as
the primary term was too narrow in focus.
Alignment with institutional mission and values. While only one participant spoke
directly to her own alignment with the institutional mission and values, all of the participants
demonstrated such an alignment. This alignment was indicated through the structure each CSAO
put in to place within their division, the divisional values each CSAO implemented, and the
examples each participant shared of their personal values which aligned with institutional values.
Carole spoke consistently about her personal belief in freedom of speech, a term used
across the institutional website. Gloria spoke about her view of higher education being
influenced by land-grant ideals and she worked at a land-grant institution. Isaac spoke about the
need to meet students’ needs and he implemented within his division a department within the
Dean of Students office specifically to provide student assistance. Patti demonstrated integrity, a
value within her division, as evidenced by the number of institutional matters she was dealing
with during the study and staying involved with the study. Patti withdrawing from the study
would have been understandable. Instead, she apologized profusely for rescheduling one
interview and expressed her desire that I understand she was not behaving like a “diva.”
Diversity within the community. All of the participants touched on diversity within their
campus community. Though the participants spoke about diversity to varying degrees, all the
participants expressed consensus in viewing diversity as influential to how students of concern
were perceived. Patti stated, “the student body is quite diverse, the university not as much with
its administrators and its staff. Most of the people that add to the diversity are in the lowest levels
of the work force.” Patti described how the general view at Eastern included faculty and staff as
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“there” for the students, and how the faculty and staff had an understanding of the uniqueness of
the student body at Eastern. However, she went on to describe how occasionally, tension from
diversity-related matters impacted the campus community.
Carole referenced diversity as an example of something less scary to faculty than
concerning student behavior. Isaac referenced diversity through the demographics of students,
including international students. Additionally, Isaac and Carole asked about tenets of diversity
when seeking additional information about the student of concern case scenario.
Gloria, like Isaac, addressed international students as an aspect of diversity. There were a
substantial number of international students at Central University. In regards to such a large
number of international students, Gloria stated:
With 44,000 students and a lot of international students, I think that people are pretty
used to having students of concern around. But, it’s scary. It’s scary to people. People,
faculty, most people really care about these kids. They do! I think most people on most
campuses care. You can’t help not caring about them and not being concerned for them
because you think they’re going to hurt themselves or something. So, there’s that caring
and empathy and just, you know, human caring.

Gloria also stated:
Working with international students, understanding different cultures, understanding our
work in the different cultures, the whole issue of social integration and integrating
international students; integrating under-represented students with white students,
students of color with white students. Those are all things that I work with and think a lot
about. And, work on, a lot. Also, diversity incidences. Racial incidences. It used to be
that racial incidents, I would just have to respond to those that happened on our campus.
Whereas I need to react more and more to racial incidences that occur nationally…
Responding to incidences of bias and prejudice and racism, on-campus and off-campus,
frankly…
Gloria asserted that responding to bias incidents went hand-in-hand with working with students
of concern.
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Words like diversity, inclusion/inclusiveness, respect, and wellness were reflected in the
participants’ division and/or institutional value statements. Students at all of the institutions had
access to cultural and diversity centers. Conversely, none of the institutional behavior
intervention teams referenced having team members from cultural or diversity centers, beyond
those that included disability resources on the team.
Influence of Personal and Professional Experiences
All of the participants spoke, to some extent, about the intersection of their personal and
professional experiences with their work regarding students of concern. Personally, participants
spoke about the role their families had in shaping values and beliefs. Carole stated:
My parents were teachers, so education has always been an influence. I see for me, and
for my students, especially middle and lower income students, higher education opens
tons of opportunities and no doors are closed to you because you have a college degree.
So…I’m influenced by my parents and the values of education and the life I’ve been
allowed to live because my brain was opened up and challenged.
Patti spoke about her family, where she is one of ten children, and knowing early on that
she would need scholarships in order to attend college. Patti stated:
I knew that my parents could not send me to college and then try to send my little brother
to college. We had no money. So, what do you do? So, you find a way to go… you get
out there and you figure it out… I knew what I had to do… I was not confused about who
I was or who I needed to be when I went back home.
Patti shared this story in regard to being a risk-taker in her work. Patti indicated her comfort with
challenges early in life allowed her confidence to take risks throughout her life.
Gloria tied her personal experiences to her passion for advocating for diversity. Neither
of Gloria’s parents graduated from high school. As a first-generation college student, who was
able to achieve the “American Dream,” Gloria stated, “the only way to equal things out… not the

146

only way, but one of the ways, is through equal opportunity, and higher education brings
opportunity.”
Participants also shared personal stories about barriers to higher education and ways in
which those barriers were reduced. Isaac stated:
I look at students of concern in its broadest context. I was one of those, as an
undergraduate. So, it’s helped me to not only be sensitive to a particular segment. I’m
more attuned to students in the broad student population… I wasn’t a bad student, I
wasn’t a top student. But, I needed people to reach out to me, to help me, to prevent me
from dropping out or doing things that weren’t in my best interest… So, in that sense, I
was a student of concern…For me, that has influenced my attitude toward dealing with
students as I serve as the senior student affairs officer.
In regard to student affairs professionals having a sense of students of concern, Isaac stated:
You can’t show me an individual who has sailed through this thing without running into a
bump. Each bump is different; their bump may not be the same as mine. Just different,
you know? You’ve got to get people to understand that unless you are perfect, had a
perfect experience, that you fall into that category [students of concern].
Intersection of sense-making and decision-making. Participants inferred the influence of
personal and professional experiences on sense-making regarding students of concern. Such
influence intersected with participants’ decision-making regarding students of concern.
Participants’ personal experiences, such as being a first-generation college student or a student of
color, shaped how participants spoke about students of concern with their staff and within the
campus community. Female participants spoke of the sense of “power” making a difference in
how they made decisions. All of the participants spoke to making decisions that were in the best
interest of students.
Intersection of student affairs models of practice with students of concern. The hybrid
models of student affairs practice participants’ used reflected efforts to make decisions in the
best interest of students. Carole referenced her model as “challenge and support.” Other
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participants referenced their models based on meeting students’ needs and being logical. All the
participants had incorporated resources/services into their divisions specifically to address
students of concern – whether through “student assistance” units, expanded Dean of Students
roles and responsibilities, and/or through the alignment of organization of division departments
in an effort to “make sense” to students.
Perceived comfort with mental health. All of the participants identified mental health as
influencing the construct student of concern. Across the participants, reference was made to an
increased presence of students with mental health diagnoses within higher education, an
increased usage of mental health services on campus, and an increased number of students taking
psychotropic medication. Additionally, across the participants, there was reference to society
being more “open” to the idea of mental health. Through their responses, participants evidenced
varied levels of perceived comfort with mental health.
Earlier, reference was made to participants being on a spectrum regarding their
perceptions of several of topics. Regarding mental health, Isaac expressed the most comfort,
which is not surprising since he had a background in counseling. Additionally, Isaac had the
broadest conception of students of concern. Patti, Carole, and Gloria expressed similar levels of
comfort with mental health. Patti talked about mental health globally, as demonstrated by the
trauma and experiences she shared many Eastern students had suffered prior to seeking a postsecondary education (e.g., shooting death of a loved one). Carole talked about mental health as
the “new normal.” Gloria talked about mental health in reference to national attention to campus
tragedies, referencing the shootings at “Virginia Tech” and Northern Illinois University, and the
death of Elizabeth Shin at Massachusetts Institute of Technology.
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When speaking about mental health, Patti and Carole also touched on psychiatric
disabilities. Patti stated:
I do want people to have access to higher education, good access, for all people. No
matter what the… I don’t want to say disability because I don’t mean it like that. But, no
matter what, I want them to be able to have an education and take advantage of all the
things that any higher education institution has available to them.
Patti also referenced access to counseling and disability services as benefits to students within
post-secondary institutions. Carole was more direct in her comment about disability and mental
health. Carole described her disdain for people who misuse the term disability or presume to
have a disability when they do not. She stated, “this really bothers me, because I think that
people just really throw around this term [disability]. I think it dilutes for students who really do
have legitimate diagnoses.”
Three of the four participants used the word “crazy” at some point, in regards to mental
health and/or students of concern. None of the comments were presented as intentionally
derogatory. Rather, the term “crazy” was used as a euphemism for “mentally ill.” For example,
Isaac stated students of concern did not “only mean students who are a potential harm to
themselves or others.” He also stated, “some students of concern are consistently crazy, but they
all aren’t… you’ve got to have a good network. You’ve got to have a good team of people who
are in touch with each other and willing to communicate.” Isaac laughed after he said the word
crazy, as if to indicate he knew the term could be interpreted in myriad ways, and spoke about
how students may behave different ways in different situations. Isaac had a background in
counseling, which he believed shaped how he interacts with students. Isaac stated, “I clearly look
out for those who are struggling or having issues. You know that radar has been honed,
developed and honed, over the years. There’s a sensitivity toward that.”
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Intersection of Legislation and Mandates with Students of Concern
All four participants espoused belief that federal legislation and state mandates
influenced the construct of students of concern. A general consensus existed regarding how
legislation and mandates had “opened the doors” for some individuals to pursue post-secondary
education. There was also a general consensus asserting post-secondary institutions did not
always get things “right” regarding implementing legislation and mandates.
Regarding the intersection of mandates and legislation with students of concern, Patti
stated:
I’m pleased at the federal and state level because, at least, people are beginning to think
[about] and understand that there is more to going to college then your academics. And,
there are more people out there who have various problems, and we need to pay attention
to it. So, I think, that the awareness that people have and that we’ve had to pay attention
to, I think that has really helped us in a lot of ways.
In response to the same question, Carole stated:
I don’t think it’s all good or it’s all bad. I don’t think it’s incredibly helpful, because it
can have a chilling effect on one’s ability to have honest dialogue…I do believe this is a
good thing, that I’m about to say, that the Americans with Disabilities Act opened up the
door for so many students who were not a part of higher education or education period.
Carole also referenced Veterans, in regard to how quickly Veterans need to use military
benefits. Carole stated:
I spend a lot of time trying to not talk about Veterans in terms of students of concern,
because I think there’s a stigma that every Veteran comes back ready to shoot up the
campus. They often have a difficult time transitioning…They literally get off the plane
and arrive on your campus. You know, yesterday, there were in Afghanistan and now,
today, they’re in the classroom. You can’t tell me that is a good thing… So, I just want to
throw in, we’ve got some regulations there, I mean, is there anything more regulated than
Veterans and military benefits?
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Carole expressed her willingness to violate certain requirements, if doing so was in the
best interest of students. She provided the example of reaching out to speak with family
members, and violating FERPA in the process, and a willingness to defend such an action in
court – based on being in the best interest of the student of concern involved.
Isaac was succinct in his answer. When asked about the influence of legislation and
mandates on the construct student of concern, Isaac simply stated, “No doubt. When you look at
sexual assault dialogue today, alone, that’s changed almost everything of how we do things. Just
that piece alone. The answer is yes.”
Gloria provided the most detail regarding her perceptions of the influence of legislation
and mandates on the construct students of concern. Gloria stated:
I think Virginia Tech changed everything. And, it wasn’t that we weren’t doing anything
before, it’s not that. It’s just… I think the Elizabeth Shin case at MIT started sort of
changing things, too…We used to be really concerned about sharing information because
we were afraid to give too much confidential information. To share that widely, we were
not used to that. And, then, and we were always questioning what should we share with
parents. FERPA really, kind of, set some guidelines about not sharing with parents…All
[of a] sudden, the courts, well they never really decided, but they seemed to be leaning to
have some area or level of responsibility with the university. And that scared
universities!...It feels like the onus is on us, to stop suicides, and to stop violence amongst
students. At least it feels that way. And, so, federal mandates, FERPA, HIPAA, Title IX,
that’s been huge.
Conclusion
As I analyzed the data collected through this qualitative case study, themes emerged. This
chapter provided details about themes as presented within the case, within responses to a case
scenario, and from across the case. Information was presented regarding the participants’
experiences, how the participants individually constructed meaning around the term student of
concern, the models of practice each participant used, and salient aspects from within
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organizational theory. Within the case scenario responses, information was provided as impacted
by influential factors for each participant and from their campus communities; need for
information; action steps; and, the roles related to the involved college, the division of student
affairs, and the CSAO.
From the collective data analysis, themes emerged and were presented. Thematic
information was categorized as influence of the institution and community, influence of
participants’ personal and professional experience, and influence of federal/state legislation and
mandates. The themes evidenced how varied participants constructed meaning regarding
students of concern and how myriad aspects impacted how participants constructed meaning
regarding concerning student behavior. A discussion of the relationship of the themes to the
broader literature is presented in Chapter 5.

CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
According to Carole, “we get what we get.” My experience belies we do get what we get, but we
(student affairs) have done a better job of including some student populations we “get” over
some other student populations. We have created safe space for trans* students. We have
engaged students in diversity based dialogues. We have revisioned what a traditional college
student looks like. Yet we continue to have students with disabilities and students with mental
health diagnoses who are marginalized and excluded. (Tucker, analytical memo)
This qualitative case study sought to investigate the ambiguous nature of the construct
student of concern. Data collected informed understanding of how Chief Student Affairs Officers
(CSAOs) at large, public, residential universities make meaning of the construct student of
concern. Two research questions guided this study:
1. How do CSAOs describe their work with students of concern?
2. How do CSAOs describe factors which influence their perception of and
responses to students of concern?
Individual interviews, responses to a student of concern case scenario, and document
analysis provided rich sources of data. Open coding (Saldaña, 2009), values coding (Saldaña,
2009), word tables, and memoing collectively informed data analysis, from which three major
themes emerged. These three themes included: (1) institution and campus community influence
the construct student of concern; (2) personal and professional experiences influence meaningmaking; and (3) federal and state legislation and mandates intersect with the construct student of
concern.
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Underneath the three major themes, six subthemes emerged from data analysis within the
case and across the case. From theme one, three subthemes included: (1a) word choice matters
for CSAOs; (1b) CSAO alignment with institutional mission and vision influences the construct
student of concern; and (1c) perceptions and presence of diversity influence the construct student
of concern. From theme two, three subthemes included: (2a) the intersection of sense-making
with decision-making; (2b) the intersection of student affairs model of practice with students of
concern; and (2c) the influence of CSAOs comfort with mental health on perceptions of students
of concern. No subthemes emerged from the third major theme regarding the intersection of
legislative mandates with the student of concern construct.
Further reflection upon the three major themes and six associated subthemes resulted in
identified intersections with previous literature. The following discussion addresses: the
intersection of this study with previous literature; summary answers to the research questions;
reflections and insights; implications from this study; and recommendations for future research.
Relationship of Current Study to Prior Research
As discussed in Chapter 2, previous research focused on various aspects intersecting with
the premise of students of concern, though no research addressed the construct student of
concern itself. Previous research investigated components related to student success, such as: the
influence of campus community and associated culture on student success (Boyer, 1990; Tinto,
2012; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005), the intersection of concerning behavior and student success
(Cox, 2009; Kruger, 2014; Pavela, 2008), and, models of student affairs (Manning et al., 2014).
Previous research also investigated components related to concerning behavior, such as: mental
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health (Benton & Benton, 2006; Delworth, 2009; Hollingsworth et al., 2009; Nolan & Moncure,
2012; Penvin & Janosik, 2012), federal mandates (Eells & Rockland-Miller, 2010; Higher
Education Mental Health Alliance Project, 2012), and disability (Collins & Mowbray, 2008;
Lannon, 2014; Sinski, 2012).
Additionally, previous studies focused on the perceptions of and responses to students
with mental illness by faculty (Schwartz, 2010), entry-level student affairs professionals (Schum,
2011), and CSAOs at small, private colleges (Hall-Hertel, 2011). These previous studies proved
salient as they addressed similar aspects as this study, except the focus was singularly on
students with mental illness instead of the broader lens of students of concern. No studies sought
to understand how CSAOs at large, public institutions of higher education perceived and
responded to students with mental illness, let alone students of concern within their particular
campus community. Through investigating how CSAOs at large, public institutions of higher
education construed students of concern, relationships emerged between the data and previous
research.
Students of Concern
To inform this study, the term student of concern described a student who demonstrated
behavior which interrupted the student’s ability to be successful in a post-secondary setting, and
which caused concerns in faculty, staff, and/or other students. I sought a term inclusive of the
myriad students who demonstrate concerning behavior, along with reflecting a concern for such
behavior. Prior to this study, I used the term “unique” in my work with students demonstrating
concerning behavior within a campus community hypersensitive to such behavior. This
hypersensitivity, rightly so, related to significant campus tragedies. However, in my own
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practice, I did not find the term “unique” sufficient to capture the extent of concerning student
behavior I encountered. Nor did I find the term very useful in expressing to others on-campus
what “unique” really meant.
I entered into this study wondering if the term student of concern would be meaningful to
CSAOs. Study participants confirmed an appreciation for the term student of concern. All
participants responded positively to the essence of the term student of concern capturing the
concern they and their staff members had for students. However, participants did not
independently use the term student of concern. Rather, participants used a range of terms, such as
disruptive (Amada, 1994), disturbed (Hollingsworth et al., 2009), and distressed (Owen et al.,
2006; Sharkin, 2006); terms pervasive in literature addressing students with psychiatric
disabilities and concerning behavior; terms participants recognized as having negative
connotations associated with them.
For participants, the term student of concern was “broad” and “covered the waterfront,”
which they liked. Participants focused more on behaviors and categories to reflect their meaning
of students of concern. While disruptive, disturbed, and distressed also referenced behavior,
these terms did not address discrete categories. Each participant’s institutional website for her or
his behavior intervention team used a combination of terms. Across the four institutions, terms
like distressed and disruptive appeared, as did the term concern. Concern did not show up as
“student of concern,” rather, it typically showed up as “share your concerns.”
The term student of concern appeared in student-affairs-related professional development
materials (see Education Law Association; magnapubs online training; 2014 NABITA Annual
Conference; 2014 NASPA Mental Health Conference), and on institutional websites (see
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www.fsu.edu; www.gonzaga.edu; www.unlv.edu; and www.uno.edu). However, none of the
participants confirmed using the term student of concern in their daily work. Additionally,
participants confirmed the professional organizations they belong to address the broad topic of
students of concern and concerning student behavior on a regular basis, but these organizations
“use different terms” and “call it something else.” Interestingly, three of the four participants
specifically acknowledged involvement with one professional organization which used the term
student of concern in national professional development materials – unbeknownst to the
participants.
Reference to danger and threat pervaded literature referencing disruptive, disturbed, and
distressed students. Participants in this study did not readily relate danger and threat to the
construct student of concern. Isaac, for example, specifically spoke to keeping students of
concern from getting to the point of being a threat and/or dangerous, and wanted to ensure his
campus community construed students of concern more broadly than those students who may be
a threat and/or dangerous. Participants did speak to students construed as a danger to themselves
or others. However, participants tied students perceived as dangerous directly to their behavior
intervention teams.
All of the participants spoke of the existence of an intervention team on her or his campus
designed to intervene with students of concern. As such, participants supported the assertion
made by Eells and Rockland-Miller (2010) regarding most post-secondary institutions having
such a team. Additionally, while none of the participants served directly on the team, each
participant’s dean of students served on the team and reported to the respective CSAO, which
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also supported previous research (Eells & Rockland-Miller, 2010; Higher Education Mental
Health Alliance Project, 2012).
The Higher Education Mental Health Alliance Project (2012) inferred students of concern
demonstrated “psychosocial and behavioral problems that may both interfere with adequate and
successful functioning that, if unaddressed, might lead to a dangerous outcome to the student or
the community” (p. 4). All participants agreed behavior influenced perceiving and responding to
students of concern. Not all of the participants, however, agreed problems associated with
students of concern might lead to a dangerous outcome. Participants provided examples of
students of concern based on behavior, such as “withdrawn” or “isolated” students, more so than
dangerous. Participants more frequently referenced concern within the context of students being
unsuccessful.
Participants also asserted students of concern may become concerning due to a particular
demographic category. Participants provided examples of categorical students of concern, such
as students of color, Veterans, and students with psychiatric disabilities. In doing so, participants
reinforced the ambiguous nature of the term student of concern. Additionally, participants
insinuated particular categories of students may be treated differently, or marginalized, due to
falling into a particular category, as touched on by previous literature (Elliott et al., 2011;
Glover-Graf et al., 2010; MacLeod et al., 2013; Rydzewska, 2012; White et al., 2011).
I hoped to avoid such marginalization through using a broad construct, such as student of
concern, to capture concern for students. In my experience, many students construed as students
of concern through institutional intervention-based teams had mental health diagnoses and/or
invisible disabilities. Participants evidenced an interest in not marginalizing students as well, as
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demonstrated by their broad conceptualization of students of concern – both in behavior and in
categories.
Discussion of Study Themes
From data analysis, three major themes emerged, along with six associated subthemes.
The first major theme (theme one) expressed influence of institution and campus community on
the construct student of concern. Within theme one emerged three subthemes evidencing word
choice matters for CSAOs, CSAO alignment with institutional mission and vision influences the
construct student of concern, and perceptions and presence of diversity influence the construct
student of concern.
The second major theme (theme two) supported the influence of personal and
professional experiences on meaning making. Within theme two, three subthemes came to light
addressing the intersection of sense-making with decision-making, the intersection of student
affairs model of practice with students of concern, and the influence of CSAOs’ comfort with
mental health on perceptions of students of concern.
The third major theme evidenced the intersection of federal and state legislation and
mandates with the construct student of concern. No subthemes emerged from this theme. Study
participants consistently agreed legislation and mandates influence the perception of students of
concern. The study participants provided an expansive range of examples reflecting laws, rules,
and regulations which influence their work.
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Institution and Campus Community Influence the Construct Student of Concern
Bogue (2002) referenced the necessity of a shared purpose for community building. Such
a shared purpose embraced trust, fairness, excellence, inclusion, integrity, and policies and
procedures. The participants in this study demonstrated such purpose through their spoken words
and online presence. All of the participants spoke to their role of educating their campus
communities about students. Additionally, all of the participants spoke to diversity and inclusion,
along with aspects such as holding students accountable, setting high standards, and helping
students succeed as components of creating community.
Rhatigan (2013) addressed the value of caring about students. Each of the participants
expressed their commitment to care through their organizational structures and prioritizing
resources over personnel, for example. Participants also demonstrated caring through their word
choices and descriptions of students of concern. The size of each participant’s division also
evidenced a commitment to care and community. The abundance of resources provided fostered
multiple opportunities for students of concern to connect with services designed to help students
be successful.
This study evidenced the subconscious nature of institutional and community influence.
While Bogue (2002) and Rhatigan (2013) spoke to the importance of community building and
values in providing an environment in which students succeeded, which the study participants
generally agreed with, the study participants did not immediately connect the broad concept of
campus community with specifically influencing the success of students of concern. Through
dialogue, three of the four participants ultimately did acknowledge such an influence. In doing
so, these three participants inadvertently indicated the challenge in creating a campus community
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in which differences based on student behavior are proactively addressed, thus raising the
question of how CSAOs can talk about differences construed as concerning in a way that does
not marginalize or stigmatize students.
Word choice matters for CSAOs. The meaning of words is salient to a variety of
constituencies across campus. As discussed in threat assessment-based literature and literature
regarding students with disabilities, terminology is used by some within higher education to
speak about student categories. MacLeod et al. (2013) demonstrated words matter, particularly to
students with invisible disabilities. Participants evidenced the mattering of word choice in a
myriad of ways.
Isaac, for example, explicitly stated he did not categorize students of concern solely as
students with mental health diagnoses. Isaac was adamant I ensure an accurate reflection of his
broad conceptualization of the student of concern construct. Isaac called one of my questions
“odd” in response to how limiting he perceived the question to be in regard to students of
concern.
Gloria, for example, initially asserted the term “at-risk,” was a more inclusive term than
student of concern. As Gloria talked through her perceptions of and responses to students of
concern, however, she changed her mind. Ultimately, Gloria indicated the term student of
concern was more inclusive, as not all students of concern were “at-risk.”
Carole evidenced the mattering of words through her passionate commitment to freedom
of expression. Carole stated, “Every day is a lesson to everyone about what freedom of
expression means. It can be mean and hurtful, and we believe we’re here to make ideas safe for
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students, not to make students safe for ideas.” Through her words, Carole demonstrated both the
importance of word choice as well as her commitment to ensuring words matter for all.
This study illuminated the difficulty some administrators have in speaking about
concerning behavior demonstrated by students with disabilities. When disability came up, the
study participants were not as direct with word choice. MacLeod et al. (2013) described the
meaning of reflective word choice for students with disabilities, and the marginalization that
occurs without reflective and inclusive words related to students with disabilities. As the study
participants were positive about students with disabilities being on-campus, the lack of expansive
word choices evidenced by most of the participants related to students with disabilities indicates
a need for further research in how to increase comfort within CSAOs in including disability
within higher education communities, while the literature spoke to faculty and staff within higher
education creating inclusive educational environments for students with disabilities (Belch,
2011; Hansen, 2011; Nevill & White, 2011), it did not speak directly to how CSAOs could do
this.
CSAO alignment with institutional mission and values influences the construct student of
concern. All participants evidenced an alignment and fit with their respective institutional
mission and vision. Dungy and Ellis (2011) and Heffernan (2011) asserted such an alignment
was imperative for CSAO success. If longevity as a CSAO is evidence of success, then each of
the participants had been successful.
I was familiar with the idea of alignment referred to as “fit,” as in one must “fit” within
the institutional culture. Fit is an ambiguous term, like student of concern. In listening to the
study participants describe their campus communities, and then seeing in print the reflection of
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participants’ beliefs in words and actions, the meaning of fit became clearer to me. As such, I
wonder if more CSAOs use the term student of concern, if the meaning of the term will become
clearer within higher education.
Bolman and Deal (2008) asserted leaders could foster positive organizational culture
through understanding essential elements of culture, such as beliefs, values, and traditions. The
participants evidenced this understanding and resulting positive impact through changes they
made within their divisions, the values infused within staff, and honoring customs. Carole
referenced the ease of change when constructing versus deconstructing, as a way to value
culture.
Perceptions and presence of diversity influences the construct student of concern.
Participants of the study spoke at length about diversity and inclusion. Gloria described how the
presence of a significant number of international students had normalized the presence of
students of concern in some regards, adding a component I had not seen in literature. Isaac
identified students of color as more likely to be construed as students of concern. All of the
participants referenced diversity as something they intrinsically valued, evidencing in words and
through actions (e.g., online presence) a belief in diversity impacting campus community, a
belief reinforced by literature (Baechtold & De Sawal, 2009; Glover-Graf et al., 2010; Pieterse,
Carter, Evans & Walter, 2010).
Disability was inadvertently connected to the diversity conversation in this study.
Participants referenced the value of disability on their campuses through the Americans with
Disabilities Act (1990) providing opportunities for students with disabilities to seek postsecondary education. Participants expressed a positive opinion regarding the increased presence
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of students with disabilities, but they did not speak to the increased presence resulting in
normalizing disability, as has occurred with the increased presence of other diversity tenets.
Other tenets of diversity mentioned by participants were not connected to federal
mandates, as disability was connected to the Americans with Disabilities Act (1990).
This study illuminated the view of disability through a medical/compliance model further
perpetuating the marginalization of individuals with disabilities. This study evidenced the need
to increase understanding of how to create inclusive campus communities for students with
disabilities and how to speak about disability as a tenet of diversity. While literature addressing
disability through a social justice lens addressed disability as a tenet of diversity (Loewen &
Pollard, 2010), this study illuminated the need to address this with CSAOs.
Personal and Professional Experience Influences Meaning Making
Components salient to the role of CSAO, as described by the participants, included:
understanding students; meeting students’ needs; creating inclusive, diverse learning
communities; and facilitating student engagement. Research previously confirmed such
components (Davis, 2011; Hamrick et al., 2002; Harper, 2010; Kuh, 2009; Tinto, 2012). Three of
the four participants spoke about meeting with new faculty each fall as a way to help the campus
community understand contemporary college students. All four of the participants expressed
meeting students’ needs through their divisional structures and provision of resources. Three of
the four participants spoke about facilitating engagement through activities such as learning
outside of the classroom, student organizations, and service learning.
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A surprising finding for me in this study was the presence of personal experience within
meaning-making for the participants. While it should not have surprised me (as I entered into the
study aware that my own experiences influence meaning-making for me), the participants’
willingness to share personal experiences which contributed to shaping views of students of
concern did pleasantly catch me off guard. Three of the four participants shared experiences of
growing up within their families of origin. They shared how these experiences both motivated
them personally to pursue and succeed in higher education, as well as contributed to how they
construct meaning regarding students of concern – as two of the participants indicated they
would have been construed as a student of concern when they first entered post-secondary
education.
Intersection of sense-making and decision-making. Participants evidenced the influence
of experiences, biases, and beliefs on their individual sense-making, as also referenced by
Marion and Gonzales (2014). Weick (2001) spoke to sense-making within crises requiring a
“delicate tradeoff between dangerous action which produces understanding and safe inaction
which produces confusion” (p. 224). However, the participants addressed within the case
scenario how quick action excluded the student of concern and was detrimental to the outcome
for the student. Though each participant brought different experiences into their role as a CSAO,
they collectively made sense of the case scenario in quite similar ways.
The participants’ sense-making within the case scenario was demonstrated through their
decision-making as well. Participants requested additional information salient to their particular
campus community; the participants sought meaning about the context in which others made
decisions to inform how the participants would make decisions moving forward. Tierney (2008)
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and Manning (2013) used stories to evidence decision-making, as did most of the participants.
Carole referenced using stories as way to help others understand how things occurred or why
things happened.
This study found power within the role of CSAO influenced sense-making and decisionmaking for the three female participants. The influence of power was not directly addressed in
literature reviewed. Interestingly, while power was addressed by the three female participants, all
three of the female participants had fewer direct reports than the male participant. As the size of
all four divisions was approximately equal, I wondered if recognition of power within the role
increased comfort with delegation within those divisions.
Intersection of student affairs model of practice with students of concern. The
participants consistently reflected what literature asserted regarding organizational models
providing understanding. (Manning et al., 2014). Traditional and innovative models of practice
exist (Manning et al., 2014). However, many CSAOs blend models together as influenced by the
size and scope of the institution (Dungy & Ellis, 2011; Manning et al., 2014). All of the
participants used such a hybrid approach.
Carole referenced her model as “challenge and support.” Other participants referenced
their models based on meeting students’ needs and being logical. Participants used terms such as
holistic, engagement, and supporting the academic mission, which generally aligned with
innovative models (Manning et al., 2014).
While the title of student affairs model used by participants seemed insignificant to
participants, the outcome of the model was a driving force for each participant in organizing and
structuring her or his division. Each of the participants made changes to their divisional
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structures after becoming a CSAO. Participants made meaning of their changes based on
influences of personnel, students’ needs, institutional parameters, and fiscal parameters. Gloria
and Isaac added Student Assistance functional areas to their Dean of Students’ office, indicating
a high priority on helping students become successful within their campus communities.
Influence of CSAO comfort with mental health on perceptions of students of concern. All
of the participants in the study spoke to needing the right staff in place to respond to students of
concern. While not stated explicitly, participants implied having staff comfortable with
counseling skills as salient to having the “right” staff. Such assertions were also made by
Reynolds (2011) and Wilson (2010). Isaac’s educational training was in counseling. He simply
stated, “I don’t know how you do it” in regard to responding to students of concern without
counseling skills.
Three of the four participants identified that mental health influenced how they made
meaning regarding students of concern. Participants identified increased numbers of students
with mental health diagnoses, using psychotropic medications, and accessing on-campus
counseling resources as influencing the construct students of concern. Benton and Benton
(2006), Harper et al., (2010), and Sharkin (2006) referenced this influence, as well.
Gloria and Carole described the influence of social media’s portrayal of mental health
and other campus tragedies on their perceptions of students of concern. Carole and Gloria spoke
about the increased number of contacts they received regarding students demonstrating
concerning behavior after nationally known campus tragedies occurred, along with increased
campus expectations for outreach after such tragedies. Gloria and Carole, like previous research
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(Kadison & DiGeronimo, 2004), identified an unsubstantiated increase in concerns for violence
when mental illness was involved.
Previous research expressed students diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorders
(MacLeod et al., 2013; Rydzewska, 2012), Traumatic Brain Injuries, and Post-Traumatic Stress
Disorder (Bush et. al., 2011; Elliot et al., 2011; Glover-Graf et al., 2010) might demonstrate
behavior construed as concerning. Carole spoke directly of students with Aspergers (now a part
of Autism Spectrum Disorders) and Veterans (inclusive of Traumatic Brain Injuries and PostTraumatic Stress Disorders). Patti spoke of students experiencing traumatic experiences and
resulting concerning behavior.
What Carole and Patti asserted in their references to particular student categories related
to concerning student behavior is that within some campus communities, exceptions are made
regarding concerning behavior for some student groups. For Patti, she clearly described how her
campus community was aware of the backgrounds of many students on their campus, and
therefore, greater latitude was provided regarding some concerning behavior. For Carole, she
clearly indicated an understanding within her campus community regarding Veterans coming to
campus and needing more grace or latitude than some other students. This again made me
wonder how CSAOs can create this comfort for other student groups, such as students with
disabilities.
Intersection of Legislative Mandates with Students of Concern
Three of the four participants identified the Americans with Disabilities Act (1990) as
impacting their construction of students of concern. Research previously described the
marginalization of post-secondary students with disabilities (Elliott et al., 2011; Glover-Graf et
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al., 2010; MacLeod, et al., 2013; Rydzewska, 2012; White et al., 2011). Though participants of
this study did not make such assertions, Carole described her frustration with individuals
seeming to abuse the term disabled and how doing so made it harder for students who were
actually disabled. Patti touched on psychiatric disabilities, and then said “that’s not what I
mean.” Participants referenced disability services as a resource for students of concern.
Though the amendments to the Americans with Disabilities Act (2008) removed the
prong related to threat to self which impacted some institutions’ involuntary withdrawal policies
(Penven & Janosick, 2012), most of the institutions included in the study had an involuntary
withdrawal policy referencing threat to self. None of the participants referenced such policies.
Rather, the participants spoke of using counseling, disability resources, advocates, and staff, to
intervene with students prior to students becoming a threat.
All of the participants indicated the influence of law and policy on the construct student
of concern. Participants consistently mentioned the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act
(FERPA) and the Americans with Disabilities Act (1990). In general, participants thought
legislative mandates were in and of themselves neutral, though referenced the positive outcome
of doors opening for students with disabilities and students with mental health diagnoses by the
passage of the Americans with Disabilities Act. Carole called interacting with mental health
professionals a “dance” and “silly” when trying to maintain confidentiality, as inferred by Eells
and Rockland-Miller (2010).
All the study participants evidenced commitment to access and inclusion for students in
general. However, this study demonstrated the limited knowledge of a social justice view of
disability at a senior administrative level. As such, I wondered if CSAOs would choose to create
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inclusive communities differently with increased understanding of the social justice model of
disability.
Making Meaning of the Term Student of Concern
As established in Chapters 1 and 2, the term student of concern had minimal presence
within literature. Influences upon the construct student of concern were presented through
literature tied to threat assessment, law and policy, students with disabilities, mental health, and
student success. Participants in this study were receptive to the term student of concern, and
evidenced a broad understanding of what the term could mean. As such, participants affirmed the
ambiguous nature of the term student of concern.
Participants confirmed what existing literature indicated, regarding the increased number
of contemporary college students with mental health diagnoses seeking post-secondary education
(Benton & Benton, 2006; Sharkin, 2006; Sponsler & Wesaw, 2014), and the impact of the
Americans with Disabilities Act (1990) on disabled students seeking post-secondary education
(Burgstahler & Cory, 2010; Cook et al., 2009; Elliott et al., 2011). All of the participants
identified mental health concerns as one of the top three influences on their work as CSAOs
(Sponsler & Wesaw, 2014). Participants briefly and indirectly touched on the value of creating
an inclusive campus community for students of concern. Through referencing the presence of
international students as normalizing concerning behavior, and shifting how new faculty are
introduced to the construct students of concern, participants exemplified the value of building
community and in reducing ambiguity around concerning student behavior.
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Reflective and Analytical Memos as Source of Meaning Making
During this study, I believe I occasionally got in my own way as I sought to understand
how CSAOs construct meaning regarding concerning student behavior. As a researcher with a
background in counseling and disability-related work, I overly censored myself when
participants mentioned disability. In one of my early reflective memos I wrote:
A few times throughout the interview, I felt like my counselor background struggled with
my researcher role. At one point, while talking about mental health, the participant said
the word disability, and then said something like, “no, I don’t want to use that word”…I
didn’t ask her why she didn’t want to use the word disability.
I should have asked why she did not want to use the word disability. The context in which the
participant acknowledged disability had meaning to the point she was making. It seemed as if,
however, she was nervous to misspeak or misrepresent disability. In another of my reflective
memos, in regard to the construct student of concern, I wrote:
it seemed appropriate to ask the participant directly about the participant’s personal
reaction to the term student of concern versus concerning student behavior. It was eyeopening to me to hear in the participant’s response that concerning student behavior was
“too narrow.” The participant’s statement of such made me wonder if I prematurely
narrowed my view of the term [student of concern].
As I entered into this study, I questioned whether the term student of concern marginalized
students with disabilities construed as students of concern – by putting yet another label on these
students. As the study progressed and participants shared positive responses to the term student
of concern, my sense was for participants, the term student of concern did not automatically
conjure up the idea of a student with a disability.
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In another reflective memo I considered how one particular participant construed students
of concern. In reaction to one of my questions about how the participant interacted with students
of concern, the participant stated my question was “odd.” In my memo I wrote:
after getting the “odd” comment, I really felt like I was in trouble [with that particular
interview]…As the interview progressed, I understood a little bit better that what the
participant understood as “odd” was a reflection of the participant’s understanding of the
term student of concern. In essence, for this participant, the term student of concern
applies to nearly all students. So, to ask about how the participant interacts with students
of concern was, in essence, asking the participant how the participant interacts with
students, period.
Study participants evidenced broad meaning for the term student of concern. For some
participants, it was important to deconstruct student of concern into concerning student behavior.
For other participants, it was important to have concerning behavior included within the
construct student of concern. Whereas I wondered if the term student of concern was problematic
particularly for students with disabilities, what came to light was the term student of concern was
not (necessarily) problematic for students with disabilities. Rather, limited knowledge of
disability in relation to other tenets of diversity appeared to be problematic.
Research Questions
As previously indicated, two research questions guided this study. Question one
addressed how CSAOs describe their work with students of concern. Question two addressed
how CSAOs describe factors which influence perceptions of and responses to students of
concern. I presented answers to these questions throughout Chapters 4 and 5. However, a few
salient points garnered additional attention.
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Interestingly, regarding their work with students of concern, the female participants
framed their answers in regard to policies and the “power” to make a difference in the lives of
students. Additionally, the female participants described having little interaction with students of
concern, unless the severity of the concern necessitated a response from the CSAO. Conversely,
the male participant framed his answers in being directly connected with students and valuing
helping students meet their needs.
The idea of power in the role of CSAO was not immediately evident in the literature.
This raised for me a concern about who was researching the topic. Until recently, the
preponderance of CSAOs were male. In 1991, 37% of CSAOs were female (Jones & Komives,
2001). In 2014, 49% of CSAOs were female (Sponsler & Wesaw, 2014). The idea of power,
while not a construct I set out to investigate in this study, became an interesting concept to me in
how CSAOs may positively impact the inclusion of students of concern.
Study participants expressed varied levels of interactions with students of concern over
the course of their career. While Isaac stated he had fun in his job because of the interactions he
had with students, Carole and Gloria spoke to the reduced amount of student interaction they
experienced as they progressed within their careers. The participants more so framed their work
with students of concern within their responsibility to educate the campus community about
students.
In educating the campus community, study participants spoke primarily about helping
faculty understand who “their” students were in general, as referenced by Dungy and Ellis
(2011) and who students of concern were in particular. Carole spoke of changing her approach
regarding this educational outreach after observing how worried faculty got when hearing her
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speak about concerning behavior for the first time. Carole touched on the need for CSAOs to
influence and transform their campus communities, as addressed by Cherrey and Allen (2011).
All the participants asserted their campus communities knew to contact student affairs
regarding students of concern. Participants asserted, however, faculty sometimes too quickly
referred classroom management issues under the guise of concerning student behavior. This
quick outreach for guidance may be related to increased attention paid to campus tragedies, to
increased federal and state mandates, and/or to heightened sensitivity stemming from changing
student demographics (Sponsler & Wesaw, 2014).
Study participants indicated a myriad of influences upon perceptions of and responses to
students of concern, such as law and policy, professional experiences, and increased presence of
contemporary college students with mental health diagnoses as echoed within literature reviewed
in Chapter 2. Interestingly, participants also noted some unexpected influences. Participants
referenced the influence of social media, family expectations, and an increased presence of
international students.
Social Media
Social media introduced the component of speed in which information was transmitted
and expectations for instantaneous response regarding concerning student behavior. Participants
noted within their responses to the case scenario an expectation for the CSAO to ensure timely
and expedient responses in crisis situations. As not all categories referenced by participants as
possibly concerning are visible, this raised the issue of gathering information as quickly as
possible in order to make informed decisions. Participants also noted how media, social or
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otherwise, played a substantial role in influencing society’s views of students of concern. The
influence of media was referenced on- and off-campus, as participants noted every time
something related to concerning student behavior captured national headlines, the number of
contacts the participants received from across the campus community increased exponentially.
Literature addressing concerning behavior did not speak to social media. This study
illuminated the role social media plays in campus perceptions of students of concern. This study
also demonstrated how social media influences responses to concerning student behavior.
Family Expectations
Family expectations regarding post-secondary involvement with students of concern
reinforced the historical presence of in loco parentis (Benton & Benton, 2006; Manning et al.,
2014). This expectation of acting in place of the parents had seemingly minimized on college
campuses, but perhaps it is on the rise again? Participants spoke about the influence of family
expectations in both negative and positive ways. On the negative side, for example, Patti
mentioned how family members sometimes washed their hands regarding concerning student
behavior. On the positive side, for example, Gloria spoke of family’s setting expectations for
campus communities in responding to concerns. This study illuminated the ongoing presence of
expectations regarding in loco parentis, not only by family members, but also by society.
International Students
Noting the presence of international students as influential upon perceptions of and
responses to students of concern caught me by surprise. To clarify, participants did not
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categorically infer international students were concerning. Rather, participants indicated the
presence of students from different cultures, evidencing culturally acceptable and/or appropriate
behavior, opened the eyes of their campus communities to differences as okay; the cultural
differences, in some regards, normalized different or unique behavior.
The referencing of international students as normalizing concerning behavior was
intriguing to me. Most of the study participants used international students as an example of how
different cultures demonstrate different behaviors. As such, the participants described how an
increasing number of international students demonstrating different behaviors has increased
acceptance of differences within their campus communities. Taking this one step further, study
participants also noted Veterans as a category of students who may demonstrate concerning
behavior. In speaking of Veterans, study participants indicated different/concerning behavior
from Veterans was tolerated and/or accepted because of society’s increased acceptance of this
population.
If it has become acceptable to embrace different behaviors demonstrated for cultural
reasons or military-service-related reasons, it seems accepting different behaviors related to
disabilities should follow inline. Some of the study participants asserted it was reasonable to
accept behaviors as concerning from student categories in which the students could not select out
of (e.g. international, Veterans). Students with disabilities do not get to select having a disability
or not. In other words, if behavior construed as concerning is influenced by student category,
who or what gets to dictate what categories we worry about?
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Reflection and Insights
I entered into this study curious, in part, about the role of the campus community on
perceptions of and responses to students of concern by CSAOs. Participants affirmed, in their
own ways, the role campus community does play. I found myself surprised participants initially
said no, when asked if their campuses played a role. As they spoke more about the possible role
the campus community might play, three of the four participants indicated their campus does a
play a role. However, I believe if I asked each participant the question today, they would still tell
me no.
Why do I have this belief? The participants expressed making meaning regarding
students of concern from their own, individual lens. As such, participants indicated their own
perspective influenced her or his perceptions of students of concern. Through their answers
regarding the campus community, though, participants spoke of parental and faculty
expectations, collective campus culture, and the type of students each institution typically drew,
as impacting perceptions of and responses to students of concern.
My experience working within a campus community impacted by student tragedies leads
me to believe campus community does influence perceptions of and responses to students of
concern. My experience working with students with disabilities also impacts my belief in the
influence campus community has on perceiving and responding to students of concern. Over the
course of my higher education career, I have experienced a shift in viewing disability through a
social justice lens. This shift opened doors for me to positively impact access and inclusion for
students with disabilities.
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Completing this study provided ample opportunity to reflect on access and inclusion for
students with disabilities. When I started the study, I assumed the use of the term student of
concern was valuable for students with disabilities. I thought using the term provided an
opportunity for those concerned for students, including students with disabilities, to ask for
assistance when otherwise not sure how to receive help. What I found, however, was students
with disabilities were included broadly within meaning-making regarding the construct student
of concern but the ability of participants to speak about disability within diversity was limited.
Because the participants all expressed positivity regarding the presence of students with
disabilities within post-secondary educational environments, I am comfortable assuming the
limited inclusion reflected limited understanding of disability within a social justice framework.
All of the participants expressed interest in social justice through their words and actions. As
such, I wonder how to move CSAOs (and others within higher education) toward viewing
disability within a social justice framework. Taking this wondering one step further, I also
wonder if viewing disability through a social justice lens would also positively impact the stigma
associated with individuals having mental health diagnoses.
From the start of this study to the end of the study, the number of “hits” I had when
searching online for the term student of concern magnified exponentially. Through overview of
multiple institution of higher education websites using the term student of concern, I consistently
found the use of the term reflective of broad behavior – such as the participants reflected. I often
found reference to behavior referred to as threatening, disruptive, disturbing. The participants
clearly shared they construed concerning behavior as less than threatening, and described an
interest in wanting to intervene with students before such students became threatening. The
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participants shared the Dean of Students each employed was the primary person to do this
intervention.
Dean of Students
In responding to students of concern, each participant identified her or his Dean of
Students as influential. This made me wonder about institutions in which the CSAO is also the
Dean of Students. Would the CSAO be more involved at those institutions? Or, is there a staff
member designated as the primary responder in place of the CSAO? What about institutions
without a Dean of Students? Do students understand the role of the Dean of Students? For some
institutions of higher education, the Dean of Students is also the CSAO (Westfall, 2006).
Three of the participants had a Dean of Students who was also an Associate Vice
President. One participant had a direct report functioning solely as the Dean of Students. Two of
the participants had created Student Assistance entities within their divisions, both housed within
the Dean of Students office. All of the Deans of Students led the division’s efforts with behavior
intervention. Participants did not speak about influencing the Dean’s perspective of students of
concern. However, most participants spoke about their individual role in hiring the “right”
people, and having staff empowered to make decisions. So, do CSAOs incorporate perceptions
of and responses to students of concern in the hiring process of Deans of Students? Should they?
Word Choice and Ambiguity
Participants espoused values aligned with the values reflected within their divisions as
well as across institutions. However, there were some discrepancies between how participants
spoke about students of concern and the online verbiage used by behavior intervention teams. Do
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such discrepancies matter? Based on the idea that words matter, as expressed by MacLeod et al.
(2013), and how passionately participants expressed their views of students of concern, it seems
such differences may matter.
Participants expressed the term student of concern was useful, if campus constituencies
understood what the term meant. One way to express such meaning is through alignment of
marketing materials, so to speak, and verbal expression from CSAOs and their staff. Online
presence for the participants’ websites evidenced a commitment to diversity and inclusion, yet
also demonstrated ambiguity regarding who students of concern were.
This ambiguity was expressed in codes of conduct, terms used online, and within the
makeup of intervention teams. This ambiguity evidences an opportunity to further infuse
commitment to diversity and inclusion. What would a student code of conduct look like which
reflected student differences? Fenning, Theodos, Benner, and Bohanon-Edmonson (2004)
advocated the use of proactive content in student codes of conduct through the integration of
Positive Behavior Supports strategies.
How might a behavior intervention team function with membership from
diversity/cultural centers, beyond disability resource centers? What about assessing students
understanding of concerns? What words matter to students who are categorized as concerning?
These are all questions for future researchers to consider.
What Worked within the Study
For an initial study, multiple components worked well. Requesting a copy of the
participant’s curriculum vitae ahead of the first interview provided useful information to shape
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the interview process, as did reviewing participants’ websites prior to the first interview and
then, as needed, throughout the study.
Following a two-interview schedule worked well, as it provided the opportunity to seek
further insight and/or clarify information gathered in the first interview. Scheduling each
interview for an hour, though difficult within busy CSAO schedules, allotted a sufficient amount
of time to build rapport and work through the interview guide. Having participants provide
responses to the student of concern case scenario provided insight into sense-making and
decision-making, in such a way as to contribute toward understanding.
What Could Have Worked Better
While having participants respond to the student of concern case scenario was helpful
overall, receiving the responses proved challenging. Participants were asked to respond, in
writing, within one week of receiving the case scenario. Participants, however, indicated multiple
reasons why they needed more than one week. I had not anticipated hesitation to provide answers
in writing. While two participants had no hesitation in submitting written responses, two
participants did not want to submit written answers. One participant indicated hesitancy based
simply on availability of time. Another participant indicated hesitancy based on accuracy of
words and the context in which construing words.
The availability of time with participants was a factor on two levels. One, simply finding
the time for CSAOs with busy scheduled and across multiple time zones was a small hurdle.
Two, demands for CSAOs within student affairs ebb and flow over the course of a semester. As
such, it became more difficult to find the time for interviews as the study progressed over the
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semester. While it was convenient to use technology to complete interviews, interviewing inperson would have increased my opportunity to complete observations.
Unanticipated Findings
While familiar with the concept of institutional fit being salient for success as a CSAO, I
did not expect alignment between the participants and their institutions to be so clearly evident.
Though participants did not speak directly to this alignment, words and online presence
evidenced the fit in multiple ways. With such a clear fit, I wondered if CSAOs were content
within their positions, or if they would ever consider another vice presidency. Two of the
participants had come into their positions from another vice presidency. Two of the participants
came into their vice presidencies from Dean of Student positions. All of the participants came
from institutions that were not as large, had a smaller number of international students, and
smaller divisions. Did fit matter in seeking the vice presidency? Did fit become clear during the
early years of the vice presidency?
If I had been asked prior to the study if any participants would speak of seeking a vice
presidency for the associated power, I would have said no. So, I found myself surprised when all
three female participants referenced power at some point, when speaking about their desire to
become a CSAO and how they functioned in their role. The female participants presented power
as the ability to make a difference in students’ lives through policy and provision of resources,
not as power over people.
The ambiguity participants associated with the term student of concern did not surprise
me. However, the spectrum of descriptions regarding students of concern did, as did the differing
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descriptions regarding interacting with students of concern. For example, Isaac’s reference to
student athletes as potential students of concern caught me off-guard. I assumed student athletes
were well-connected, and Isaac opened my eyes to how disconnected student athletes can be. As
such, he opened my eyes to a bias I was unaware I held.
Theoretical Considerations
Social constructionism, organizational theory, and student affairs models of practice
shaped multiple aspects of this study aimed at deconstructing students of concern. Balkin (19951996) asserted multiple meanings exist for deconstructing, including, for example: (a) critically
evaluating a position; (b) connections between language and meaning; and (c) analyzing the
instability of meaning within a cultural context. Balkin also stated, “deconstructive analyses look
for what is deemphasized, overlooked, or suppressed in a particular way of thinking” (p. 2).
Balkin (1995-1996) went on to state, “deconstruction requires us not only to recognize others as
others but also to be open to them and their perspectives” (p. 7). Kahn (1993) conversely
contended deconstructionism “is open to become totalitarian, disregarding of human rights and
dignity” (p. 4). For this study, deconstructing the construct student of concern was undertaken to
investigate the ambiguity of the term, problematize it when necessary, and seek meaning.
Deconstructing Students of Concern
The term student of concern meant different things to each of the study participants. Each
participant provided different examples of categories of students who they construed as students
of concern, along with different behaviors construed as concerning. Student categories shared by
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participants included: students with mental health diagnoses, first-generation, religiously
affiliated students, Veterans, student athletes, students with disabilities, students of color, and
students who are members of Greek-letter organizations. Behaviors demonstrated by students
construed as concerning by participants included: academic challenges, social difficulties, use of
alcohol or other drugs, transition challenges, immaturity, isolated, withdrawn, lack of coping
skills, and weird.
How would a CSAO or a member of the campus community become familiar with what
category or categories a student identifies with? While it may be assumed students of color are
visible, are all students of color truly visible? Student athletes may be known as such, visible
through university marketing and/or competition. Students who join Greek-letter organizations
might be known through organizational activities. But, what about Veterans, students with
mental health diagnoses, students with religious affiliations, students with non-visible
disabilities?
As Carole stated, “we get what we get.” Her point? Higher education administrators
know little about students prior to their arrival to campus. Carole referenced knowing test scores,
placement exams, high school or transfer grade point averages, and then laughed when asserting
institutions of higher education do not get psychological evaluations of students as part of the
admissions process. Carole was not implying students should submit psychological evaluations.
Rather, Carole outlined her belief (and that of other participants) that once an institution of
higher education admits a student there is a responsibility to help the student be successful.
Helping students of concern become successful challenges campus communities
sometimes. Behavior intervention teams (Eells & Rockland-Miller, 2010; Higher Education
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Mental Health Alliance Project, 2012) and case manager positions (Adams, Hazelwood, &
Hayden, 2014) were created within divisions of student affairs, in part, to assist with this. With
such a broad perception of who and what students of concern are, how do CSAOs help their
campus communities understand students of concern and concerning student behavior without
marginalizing students or further isolating students?
Deconstructing one step further, participants expressed varied levels of acceptance
regarding student categories in which students of concern might be identified. Concerns related
to student Veterans, for example, as Carole referenced and as referenced within literature
(Baechtold & De Sawal, 2009; Glover-Graf et al., 2010; Gonzalez & Larsen, 2011; Widome et
al., 2011), receive more favorable attention now than in years past. Conversely, stigma connected
to students with mental health diagnoses continues to pervade campus communities (Benton &
Benton, 2006; Higher Education Mental Health Alliance Project, 2012; Pavela, 2008), as does
stigma connected to students with disabilities (Belch, 2011; Murray et al., 2011; Quinlan et al.,
2012). Is there fear attached to what we do not know about students?
Pavela (2008) pointed out fearing students who behaved differently, who elicited
concerns, harmed such students and the campus community. Pavela spoke of the need for
diversity expressed through student differences, and how learning in and around a community
which valued differences allowed students to become globally competitive upon earning a
degree. When speaking of fear related to differences, Pavela asserted a sense of campus
community and “safety is enhanced when we protect our students’ civil liberties and when we try
to find responsible, creative ways to keep them enrolled” (para. 9).
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Pavela (2008) and study participants expressed the value of diversity on campus,
including students with disabilities. However, uncertainty abounds related to students with
disabilities. While participants shared positively construed experiences with students from the
majority of categories they identified as potential students of concern, not one example was
shared about positive experiences with students with disabilities, including psychiatric
disabilities.
Problematizing the Student of Concern Construct
I entered into the study with a concept of students of concern including students with
disabilities; primarily, students with psychiatric disabilities. I wondered if using yet another term
to label students with disabilities harmed such students. Did referring to a student with a
disability as a student of concern further perpetuate negative concepts of students with
disabilities?
In hopes to minimize my bias in the study, I did not explicitly ask about students with
disabilities. I entered into the study assuming participants would include students with
disabilities within their perceptions of students of concern. Nor did I ask about any particular
category of potential student of concern. Again, I knew I had assumptions about what types of
students might be construed as students of concern – based upon how I saw students of
concerned addressed through professional development materials and online institutional
websites. Rather, I looked for insight evidenced within participant’s answers. As referenced
above, participants shared positive examples of interactions with nearly every category of
potential students of concern, except for students with disabilities.
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Participants spoke about students with disabilities in a few different ways. Participants
touched on disability through access provided by the passing of the Americans with Disabilities
Act (1990), through disability resource centers, and as a category connected to students of
concern. Participants expressed favorable thoughts about the Americans with Disabilities Act
(1990) opening the door for increased numbers of students with disabilities seeking postsecondary education.
Disability resource centers were represented on most of the behavior intervention teams
reviewed in this study. Counseling centers were represented on all of the behavior intervention
teams reviewed in this study. Participants evidenced more comfort with speaking about mental
health than speaking of disabilities, though all participants inferred the passing of the Americans
with Disabilities Act (1990) was a “good” thing.
Participants evidenced more comfort with speaking about international students or
students from different cultures, than speaking about students with disabilities. While this study
did not focus on models of disability prevalent at participating institutions, a review of each
participant’s website demonstrated the presence of terms such as access and inclusion on most of
the disability resources’ websites. Additionally, three of the four disability resource centers
existed within the division of student affairs.
However, participants did not include disability when speaking of tenets of diversity.
Rather, participants spoke of ethnic diversity, gender and sexual orientation as diversity, the
breadth of international students as diversity. Carole mentioned how younger faculty “get it”
when speaking of students of concern, as they have gone to school with such students. Perhaps a
generational component impacts connecting students with disabilities with diversity?
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Implications for Practice
The term student of concern is ambiguous. Study participants identified a number of
student categories in which students might categorically be considered students of concern.
Additionally, participants identified a number of behaviors which, if exhibited by a student,
would result in being considered a student of concern. Herein lies the problem with constructing
meaning regarding students of concern. Is the term student of concern too broad to be of value?
Or, by the nature of being broad, does the term student of concern express inclusion and value
for differences?
Study participants indicated a number of tenets of diversity were touched upon by
students of concern. While participants evidenced substantial comfort speaking about diversity,
in general, most of the participants expressed moderate comfort speaking about mental health,
and less comfort speaking about disabilities. If seasoned student affairs professionals find it
potentially challenging to speak of such topics, how are new student affairs professionals to
learn? What about others across campus?
In deconstructing the construct student of concern, it became clear participants had varied
levels of comfort and knowledge about different categories related to students of concern. This
was most striking in relation to students with disabilities. As such, as the number of students with
disabilities grows on post-secondary campuses (Murray et al., 2011), CSAOs have the
opportunity to positively impact how campus communities include these students.
However, without intentional word choices and actions to normalize concerns, students
with disabilities will continue to experience isolation and stigmatization. Study participants
independently demonstrated comfort talking about tenets of diversity including gender identity,
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sexuality, spirituality, ethnicity, race, age, and Veteran status. The study participants, however,
demonstrated limited comfort with speaking about disability, and separated mental illness away
from disability status.
When I served as a director of disability services, I repeatedly received requests to speak
about individual disability categories (e.g., Learning Disabilities, Autism Spectrum, Psychiatric
Disabilities) and rarely received requests to speak about inclusion of students with disabilities as
a tenet of diversity. Faculty and staff asked me to provide checklists for accommodations and to
speak about disability “etiquette.” Internally, I wondered if Chief Diversity Officers were asked
about race “etiquette.” When I received such requests I attempted to reframe the request into
reducing barriers for students, creating inclusive environments, and drawing people with
disabilities into the conversation so they may be the expert on their own disability. As such, I
wonder how CSAOs might create environments in which higher education can shift away from
etiquette and disability checklists. How might CSAOs facilitate dialogue on disability as a tenet
of diversity, as many have done with numerous other tenets?
CSAO as Campus Climate Leader
Study participants spoke about their role in educating the campus community.
Opportunities abound within the CSAO role to positively contribute to campus climate regarding
diversity. Kroth, Boverie, and Zondlo (2007) spoke to creating robust educational environments
in which leaders served as role models and established an open, welcoming climate as one way
to further educate the campus community. Thomas (2002) spoke to consistently infusing core
values as a well to foster an inclusive campus climate. Dalton and Gardner (2002) spoke to
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identifying the “transforming potential that is embedded in ordinary changes” (p. 38) as a way to
be a successful change agent. These researchers spoke to the need for leaders within higher
education to lead, to set the bar high, to foster learning environments in which students
experienced success.
I believe because the nature of many disabilities is “hidden” or “invisible” while many
tenets of diversity are assumed to be visible, there is a perpetual discomfort or unease with the
topic of disability – whether from a place of political correctness or from a lack of information.
However, when disability is removed from the conversation, it further enforces the construct of
disability as negative or bad. So, how can CSAOs gain comfort with disability? With comfort,
how can CSAOs help their campus communities separate concerning behavior from student
categories (e.g., students with disabilities) which may automatically be considered students of
concern?
Social Justice and Students of Concern
Pavela (2008) expressed the value of including students of concern as a component of
campus diversity. How has this been done to date? One way is through the infusion of social
justice into higher education. Loewen and Pollard (2010) stated, “social justice movements have
struggled and continue to struggle with issues such as sexism, racism, heterosexism, ageism,
ableism, and classism” (p. 5). Social justice movements have brought to light rights for many of
the categories reflective of students of concern, though disability continues to lag behind
(Loewen & Pollard, 2010).
How might CSAOs infuse social justice to positively impact students of concern?
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Pavela (2008) encouraged administrators to focus on concerning behavior instead of
assumptions, fears, or stereotypes. Landorf, Rocco, and Nevin (2007) encouraged the infusion of
service learning into higher education and facilitating cross-cultural dialogue to increase
awareness and understanding. Lalas and Valle (2007) proposed the use of criticality, such as with
evaluating policies and procedures which may marginalize students of concern. Ness, George,
Turner, and Bolgatz (2010) described the necessity of ongoing professional development for
educators within institutions of higher education.
Aligning disability resource centers with diversity/cultural centers may be one way to
approach increasing understanding and reducing stigma. Conversely, adding diversity/cultural
centers to behavior intervention teams may be another way to increase understanding and reduce
stigma. Shifting to a social justice model of disability is yet another way for consideration.
Reducing stigma associated with mental health, including psychiatric disabilities, will take a shift
in perceptions of unique and varied behaviors.
Limitations
One must be cognizant of limitations within this study. Limitations included the number
of participants, not interviewing beyond the CSAO within the institution, interviewing over the
phone instead of in person, collecting documentation online instead of in person, and the
ambiguity of the term student of concern. Limitations should be addressed in future research.
Using a qualitative case study approach allowed meaning-making to occur within this
study. However, participants evidenced the influence of personal experiences upon perceptions
of and responses to students of concern. As such, a larger study with more CSAOs would
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provide a broader understanding of the construct student of concern. Conversely, maintaining a
limited number of qualitative case studies, but expanding the scope of individuals interviewed
within a division (e.g., Dean of Students, Counseling Center Director, Director of Disability
Resources) would provide additional insight into campus community and culture, decisionmaking, and the construct student of concern.
Collecting data from a distance provided convenience. However, extended depth and
breadth of data was sacrificed for convenience. Online information and written information
provided by participants influenced meaning-making within this study. Additional meaningmaking would occur with in-person collection of data.
Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, the ambiguity of the term student of concern
limited the study. In trying to reduce the influence of my professional experiences with students
with disabilities and as a disability advocate, I did not include questions specifically about
students with disabilities. While this allowed participants freedom to speak of disability (or not),
as they wished, when they wished to do so, it also minimized the data gathered regarding
students with disabilities within the construct student of concern.
Recommendations for Future Research
As touched on within the limitations section, future research would benefit from
expanding the size and scope of a similar study. Whether through completing another qualitative
case study with interviews occurring deeper within a participant’s division of student affairs, or
through completing a broader study incorporating a larger number of CSAOs, a larger sized
study would allow further understanding of meaning-making regarding students of concern.
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Expanding the scope would also allow the opportunity to investigate the relationship between the
CSAO and the Dean of Students in perceiving and responding to students of concern.
Future research should inform the inclusion of disability differently within higher
education. Research could address the number of students with disabilities reviewed by behavior
intervention teams in relation to number of students without disabilities. Conversely, research
could investigate CSAOs’ preferred philosophical model of disability and/or whether the
alignment of disability resource centers within a particular division (e.g., student affairs,
academic affairs) influences perceptions of students of concern.
Future research should consider how to address behavior differences within student codes
of conduct. For example, research could investigate if involuntary withdrawal processes change
in relation to the amendments to the Americans with Disabilities Act. Research could investigate
if an increased number of students with invisible disabilities come through the student conduct
process as students of concern.
Future research should address multiple tenets of diversity within behavior intervention
teams. Research could investigate whether students representing tenets of diversity other than
disability are treated differently by behavior intervention teams. Research could question if the
existence of programs for international students or diversity/cultural centers differently
“normalize” unique or concerning behavior as aspects of culture. If so, might disability resource
centers have the possibility to differently support disability culture?
Future research could examine whether the amount of time a CSAO is in her or his role
influences campus community meaning-making regarding students of concern. Additionally,
research could look at post-secondary institutions that use the term student of concern. Lastly,
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research could look at whether CSAOs at smaller institutions construct meaning differently
regarding students of concern.
Conclusion
The CSAOs within this study sought to become CSAOs to make a difference in the lives
of students. To do so, participants hired staff, developed programs, and created organizational
structures in which to meet students’ needs. For the participants, when students demonstrated
concerning behavior, identified and trained staff were the primary resources for the students.
Participants were not the first responders to students of concern.
However, participants, as CSAOs, often were the first to interact with new faculty and
other campus constituencies, and set the tone regarding the student body as a whole. In such
settings, participants expressed speaking of concerning behavior and reinforcing the existence of
on-campus behavior intervention teams. Doing so increased usage of on-campus resources and
resulted in increased referrals. Doing so also reinforced a reactive mode to concerning behavior
versus instilling proactive mechanisms.
As an increasing number of students with mental health diagnoses and psychiatric
disabilities seek post-secondary education, CSAOs have an opportunity to proactively infuse
acceptance of different behaviors, effectively reducing barriers for these students. CSAOs have
an opportunity to support disability as a tenet of diversity through shifting focus to concerning
behavior versus categorical groups of students who may be of concern. CSAOs have
opportunities to do this proactively through daily work, as well as intentionally through reactive
entities, such as behavior intervention teams.
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This study reflected the influence personal and professional experiences had upon
CSAOs’ perceptions of and responses to students of concern. Additionally, the study reflected
the broad and ambiguous nature of the term student of concern. Through data analysis, themes
emerged regarding influences on perceptions of and responses to students of concern. The
availability of on-campus resources for students of concern evidenced strength for each
participant’s division regarding meeting the needs of students.
Participants all expressed desires to meet the needs of students. Whether through one-onone interactions or campus-wide initiatives, participants wanted students to be engaged, learning
outside of the classroom, and experiencing success. Campus communities, along with CSAOs,
play a role in providing such opportunities for students as a whole – including students of
concern. While the term student of concern may be ambiguous, the commitment to care and
expressing concern for students was evident throughout this study and speaks to how CSAOs
make meaning in their work. In deconstructing how CSAOs at large, public, residential postsecondary institutions make meaning regarding students of concern, it became clear the
ambiguity of the term student of concern is helpful and harmful: helpful in its depth, breadth, and
inclusivity, and harmful in its categorical depiction of some student populations.
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Introductory Letter

Dear [insert name]:
My name is Melanie Tucker and I am a doctoral candidate in Adult and Higher Education
at Northern Illinois University (NIU). The purpose of my dissertation is to explore how Chief
Student Affairs Officers’ (CSAO) make meaning in perceiving and responding to students of
concern. I write to you today hoping that you will agree to participate with my study. To become
a part of my study, you must:


Currently be the CSAO at your institution;



Have at least five years of experience in your role;



Work at an institution that has at least 10,000 students enrolled;



Work at an institution that has at least 25% of first time/full time students living on
campus; and



Have a behavior intervention and/or threat assessment team within your division.



Have mental health services and disability resources available on-campus.

Participants will be asked to complete two 60 minute phone interviews and respond in
writing to a brief case scenario. If you agree to participate, I will contact you to arrange for a
convenient date and time to conduct the initial interview. After the initial interview, I will send
you a brief case scenario regarding concerning student behavior, for you to respond to. If you
agree to participate, I would also appreciate receiving a copy of your resume or curriculum vitae
prior to the initial phone interview. This document will serve as supplemental information to
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highlight experiences and competencies, which may help to inform your perceptions of and
responses to students of concern.
If you are aware of another CSAO, at an institution similar to yours, whose experience
with students of concern would add useful information to this study, please feel free to share her
or his contact information with me. Please be assured that all data will be confidential.
Pseudonyms will be used for participants and their employing institution. You may contact me at
XXX@niu.edu or by phone at 815-XXX-XXXX with questions. In addition, this study has
received approval through the NIU Office of Research Compliance. Should you wish additional
information regarding participants’ rights, please contact the Office of Research Compliance at
815-753-8588.

Thank you for your time and consideration.

Melanie Tucker
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Email Inquiry Reminder

Hello [Insert Name],
My name is Melanie Tucker and I am a doctoral candidate in Adult and Higher Education at
Northern Illinois University. I send this e-mail as a follow up to an e-mail I sent last week
requesting your assistance and consideration to participate in my dissertation, (De) Constructing
Students of Concern: How Chief Student Affairs Officers Make Meaning of Concerning Student
Behavior. The focus of the study is to explore how Chief Student Affairs Officers perceive and
respond to students of concern within large, public, residential universities.
It is my hope that you will find the time to assist me with this project. You may contact me via
email at XXX@niu.edu or by phone at 815-XXX-XXXX if you have any questions.

Thank you for your time and consideration.
Melanie Tucker
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Participation Confirmation Email

Vice President [insert name]:
This e-mail serves as a confirmation of your participation in my dissertation study titled,
(De)Constructing Students of Concern: How Chief Student Affairs Officers Make Meaning of
Concerning Student Behavior. We are scheduled for a phone interview on DATE, at TIME. I
will call you at NUMBER PROVIDED. Prior to our phone interview, I would also appreciate the
submission of your resume or curriculum vitae to the email address listed below. Please feel free
to contact me at 815-XXX-XXXX or XXX@niu.edu with any questions.

Sincerely,
Melanie Tucker
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Individual Interview Consent Form

Participant Name:
Date:

Title of Study: (De)Constructing Students of Concern: How Chief Student Affairs Officers Make
Meaning of Concerning Student Behavior.
Researcher: Melanie Tucker, Doctoral Candidate and Assistant Vice President for Student
Affairs at Northern Illinois University
I agree to participate in the research project titled, “ (De)Constructing Students of Concern: How
Chief Student Affairs Officers Make Meaning of Concerning Student Behavior” being conducted
by Melanie Tucker, a doctoral candidate in Adult and Higher Education, and the Assistant Vice
President for Student Affairs at Northern Illinois University. I have been informed the purpose of
the study is to students of concern within large, public, residential universities.
I understand that if I agree to participate in this study, I will be asked to do the following:;
participate in two 60 minute, digitally recorded, phone interview; respond in writing to a case
scenario regarding a student of concern; and provide a copy of my resume or curriculum vitae. If
I am uncomfortable with audio recording, the audio recording device will not be used and,
instead, the researcher will take notes by hand to document the formal interview.
I understand data collection will occur over a period of two months, though my expected amount
of time contributed should not exceed more than four hours. I am aware that my participation is
voluntary and may be withdrawn at any time without penalty or prejudice, and that if I have
additional questions concerning this study, I may contact the investigator at 815-XXX-XXXX or
XXX@niu.edu. I also understand that if I wish to obtain further information regarding my rights
as a research subject, I may contact the Northern Illinois University Office of Research
Compliance at 815-753-8524.
I understand the intended benefits of this study include contributions to the literature regarding
the construct “student of concern.” The researcher anticipates minimal risk to individuals
choosing to participate in this study, which should not be beyond what one might encounter in
everyday life. I understand that I may be asked questions of a sensitive nature and that I may
decline to answer any question at any time.
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Finally, I understand that all information gathered during this study will be kept confidential and
any reporting of data will be done with the use of pseudonyms for all persons and places
mentioned, including but not limited to the CSAO and the employing institution. All research
records, including interview transcripts and demographic information on participants, will be
kept in locked files; only the researcher will have access to the records. These records will be
kept for a period of 3 years before they are destroyed.
I realize that Northern Illinois University policy does not provide for compensation for, nor does
the University carry insurance to cover injury or illness incurred as a result of participation in
University sponsored research projects. I understand that my consent to participate in this project
does not constitute a waiver of any legal rights or redress I might have a result of my
participation. I acknowledge that I have received a copy of this consent form and I am at least 18
years of age.

Participant Printed Name

Participant Signature

Date

Researcher Printed Name

Researcher Signature

Date

CONSENT TO AUDIO-RECORDING AND TRANSCRIPTION
This study involves the audio-recording of your interview with the researcher. Neither your name
nor any other identifying information will be associated with the audio recording or the
transcript. Only the researcher identified in this consent form will be able to listen to the
recordings.
The audio-recording will be transcribed by the researcher and erased within six months after data
collection procedures end. Transcripts of your interview may be reproduced in whole or in part
for use in presentations or written products that result from this study. Neither your name nor any
other identifying information (such as your voice) will be used in presentations or in written
products resulting from the study.
By signing this consent statement, I am allowing the researcher to audio-record me as part of this
research. I also understand that this consent for recording is effective until the following date:
12/31/2015. On or before that date, the recordings will be destroyed.
Participant Printed Name

Participant Signature

Date

Researcher Printed Name

Researcher Signature

Date
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INTERVIEW GUIDE I

Initial Interview

RQ1: How do CSAOs describe their work with students of concern?
RQ2: How do CSAOs describe aspects that influence their perception of and
responses to students of concern?
1. Tell me what drew you to becoming a CSAO.
2. Tell me about some of your accomplishments as a CSAO.
3. Describe for me what the term “student of concern” means to you and how you came to
that understanding. (RQ1)
a. Probe: Describe behavior components that might be present for you to identify a
student as concerning.
4. Tell me about a few of your experiences working with students of concern over your
career. (RQ1)
a. Probe: Describe what your interactions with students of concern have been like over
the course of your career.
5. Tell me about the evolution of your understanding of students of concern throughout your
career. (RQ1; RQ2)
a. Probe: Describe the role your position played in your understanding.
b. Probe: Describe the role your institution played in your understanding.
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6. How would you describe campus expectations regarding responding to students of
concern? (RQ1; RQ2)
a. Probe: Describe how your role as CSAO intersects with students demonstrating
concerning behavior.
b. Probe: How have expectations evolved since you have been on campus?
7. Describe the role the behavior intervention/threat assessment team plays on your campus
regarding students of concern. (RQ1)
a. Probe: How have federal and state mandates and legislation intersected with students
of concern?
8. What types of experiences prepared you for working with students of concern? (RQ1)
a. Probe: What is needed for a CSAO to respond to students of concern?
9. Identify and describe the top three “issues” that influence your work with students of
concern. (RQ1; RQ2)
a. Probe: What factors come into play when you are identifying how to respond to
situation regarding a student of concern?
10. Describe how the presence of students with mental health diagnoses on campus has
changed over the course of your career. (RQ1)
11. Tell me how your view of higher education has changed over time. (RQ1; RQ2)
a. Probe: Describe what influences have shaped your view over your career.
b. Probe: How has the presence of concerning student behavior shaped your view?
12. Tell me about any other aspects salient to perceiving and responding to students of
concern that we have not discussed. (RQ1; RQ2)
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Thank you for participating in this interview. I will be sending you a case scenario shortly, for
you to read and respond to. I would greatly appreciate receiving your response to the case
scenario within one week. Upon receipt of your response I will follow up to set up our second
interview.
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STUDENT OF CONCERN CASE SCENARIO
After reading the following case scenario, please provide a written response to the questions provided. Use as much
space as needed. Additionally, please provide your response within one week of receiving the case scenario. Send
your response to Melanie Tucker at XXX@niu.edu. Thank you.

You are contacted by a college Dean, seeking assistance regarding an escalating situation with a
“student of concern.” The Dean shared the following: Two faculty members and a staff member
at an off-campus clinical site just called one of the Dean’s academic advisors to report a student
of concern. Examples of concerns provided by the faculty/staff at the clinical site include, over
the past two weeks, that the student of concern: has fallen asleep during two class sessions,
arrived late for three class sessions, and missed entire sessions on two days; has appeared
disheveled and worn the same clothes for the past three days; became teary eyed on multiple
occasions over the past week when approached by faculty asking if he was “okay”; has appeared
to lose weight; and has made incoherent statements on a few occasions when called upon to
answer questions.
Since the start of the semester, three students have reported to the faculty members that they do
not want to work with the student of concern. The student’s complaints include that the student
of concern is argumentative, assertive, and overtly stubborn at times; that he does not want to
work in groups; that he is critical of the students and faculty; and that he questions the authority
of the clinical site staff. The students have asked the clinical site coordinator to change their
work assignments so they do not have to work with the student of concern.
The academic advisor disclosed to the Dean that she heard “from others” the student has a
history of being suicidal. However, the student has made no known reference to faculty, staff, or
students at the clinical site about being suicidal, nor has he voiced thoughts of hurting others.
Due to the increasing concerns by the faculty/staff at the clinical site, the clinical site coordinator
decided to send the student home under the guise of “taking care of himself” and barred him
from returning without medical clearance from a medical provider. When the clinical site
coordinator informed the student of concern of her decision, the student became apologetic,
stating that he has been sick, but that he should not be “kicked out of the placement.” When the
clinical site coordinator stated she would not change her decision, the student got very physically
close to her and stated that she was ruining his life. Due to his increasing agitation, security at the
clinical site was called, and ultimately, security banned the student from the location.
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After university business hours, the student sent multiple emails to administrators’ on-campus
and at the clinical site asking for the decision to be overturned. While none of the content in the
emails was directly threatening, many recipients of the emails voiced concern about the tone of
the emails to the college Dean. The student has requested a meeting with the campus advisor, the
Chair of the Department, and the college Dean, to discuss the situation and seek to be reinstated
to the clinical site. The student is in his last semester, and will not graduate at the end of the
semester if he does not complete the clinical placement.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

What factors inform your perception of this situation?
What additional information would you seek regarding the student? The situation?
What action steps should be taken?
Describe what role, if any, the college plays in responding to the student of concern.
Describe what role, if any, your division plays in responding to the student of concern.
Describe what role, if any, you play in responding to the student of concern.
Describe what factors, if any, present within the campus community might influence the
perception of or response to the student.
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INTERVIEW GUIDE II

Second Interview
RQ1: How do CSAOs describe their work with students of concern?
RQ2: How do CSAOs describe aspects that influence their perception of and
responses to students of concern?
1. Describe the decision-making process involved with your responses to the case scenario.
(RQ1; RQ2)
2. How did the factors you shared as influencing your perception become salient to you?
(RQ2)
3. How are the additional details you asked for influential to you? (RQ2)
4. In follow up to case scenario responses:
a. Describe why the college has the role you detailed OR why the college does not play a
role. (RQ2)
b. Describe why your division has the role you detailed OR why the division does not
play a role. (RQ2)
c. Describe why you have the role you detailed OR why you do not play a role. (RQ1;
RQ2)
5. Describe your campus community for me. (RQ2)
a. Probe: Tell me how divisions are structured.
b. Probe: Tell me how departments are structured.
6. Describe how faculty and staff relate to one another across campus. (RQ2)
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a. Probe: Tell me how faculty and staff are connected (or not).
b. Probe: Describe for me what influences the relationships.
7. Describe the model or models of student affairs practice you ascribe to. (RQ1; RQ2)
a. Probe: How does your preferred model of practice align with your campus?
8. Tell me what role risk taking plays in your function as CSAO. (RQ1; RQ2)
a. Probe: How do you view risk taking in others?
9. How has the construct student of concern been framed by the professional organizations
you are involved?(RQ1; RQ2)
10. Tell me about any other aspects salient to students of concern that we have not discussed.
(RQ1; RQ)

Thank you for participating in this interview. If I have follow up questions or require
clarification, I will contact you. I will follow up with you once I have transcribed the
interviews. Please do not hesitate to contact me if you have any additional thoughts to
share or questions arise for you.
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Thank-you Letter

Dear [insert name]:
Please accept my sincere gratitude for your time and commitment in serving as a participant in
my dissertation titled, (De)Constructing Student of Concern: How Chief Student Affairs Officers
Make Meaning of Concerning Student Behavior. Your insights and perspectives are appreciated
and extremely useful for my study. As shared previously in the research consent form, all
identifying information will remain confidential.
Again, many thanks for your assistance with my study. It has been a pleasure engaging with you.
I will follow up with you to provide you an opportunity to review your transcripts. I hope that
you will consider doing so, to clarify findings as they are presented.

Sincerely,
Melanie Tucker
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